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ABSTRACT 
 
 
 
 The opioid epidemic has disproportionately affected the rural Appalachian region, 
and poverty is a root cause of this. However, both poverty and the Appalachian region are 
historically under-covered and negatively framed in media — a result, some say, of 
journalism’s concentration in expensive, coastal cities that are inaccessible to people of 
lower classes. This study examines how an outlet’s geographic location influences its 
coverage of class by comparing local and elite coverage of the opioid epidemic in 
Appalachia. A textual analysis of media coverage revealed a widespread lack of 
discussion of systemic, class-related factors as contributors to Appalachia’s opioid 
epidemic and an elite tendency to portray Appalachia and its people as different from the 
rest of the country. These findings suggest an industry-wide class bias, as well as an elite-
specific geographic bias. Such findings suggest a need for greater accessibility in the 
journalism field in general and grater geographic diversity among elite outlets in 
particular.
 1 
Chapter One: Introduction 
 
 
 
In 2015, life expectancy in the United State dropped for the first time in decades, 
and in 2016, more Americans died from drug overdoses than from car crashes for the first 
time in history (Casey, 2016; Kochanek, Murphy, Xu, & Arias, 2017; Lopez, 2017a). 
Both of these phenomena have been attributed to the United States’ increasingly fatal 
opioid epidemic, which has hit poor, rural areas such as those in the historically poverty-
stricken Appalachian region especially hard. Of the five states with the highest drug 
overdose death rates in 2015, four (Kentucky, Ohio, Pennsylvania, and West Virginia) 
were in the Appalachian region (Appalachian Regional Commission, 2008; Hedegaard, 
Warner, & Miniño, 2017). More recently, three Appalachian states (Kentucky, 
Tennessee, and West Virginia) held over half of the U.S. counties most at-risk for an 
opioid-fueled HIV (human immunodeficiency virus) outbreak (Van Handel et al., 2016). 
The continued findings that rural, poor places — especially those in Appalachia – are 
harder hit by the opioid epidemic than any other area of the United States provides 
evidence of the relationship between the epidemic and systemic poverty (Spiller, Lorenz, 
Bailey, & Dart, 2009). 
Extensive research shows that journalists have a history of covering poverty 
incorrectly and episodically (Heider & Fuse, 2004; Iyengar 1987), as well as covering the 
Appalachian region negatively (Carey, 2014). Such negative coverage may be a result of 
a publication’s geographic location (Comer, 2006). Geographic location can contribute to 
both geographic and class bias – a topic increasingly discussed in the journalism field. 
Journalism practitioners argue that the concentration of media, particularly elite media, in 
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expensive, coastal cities has created a “media bubble” – a field dominated by those of 
high economic classes and less accessible to those of lower ones (Friedman-Rudovsky, 
2017; Shafer & Doherty, 2017). Because those who have experienced poverty are often 
unable to live and work in these expensive cities, (Ehrenreich, 2015; Friedman-
Rudovsky, 2017) poverty receives little media attention. 
There is limited research that combines the ideas of geographic and class bias 
with poverty coverage and no research exists to date that examines all of this in the 
context of the current opioid epidemic. A textual analysis comparing elite and local 
newspaper articles about opioids in Appalachia will address these gaps. This study 
examines how poverty is framed in an issue that has clear roots in poverty and analyze 
how this framing differs among elite, national newspapers and local Appalachian 
newspapers. By examining word choice, source selection, and more, this research 
contributes to our understanding of how papers demonstrate a geographic or class bias. It 
also addresses ways to reduce such bias. 
Rationale for Study 
This study has implications for both the public and journalists. The way media 
outlets cover an issue affects how audiences understand it (Iyengar, 1990). When 
journalists cover issues episodically, audiences tend to blame individuals for their 
situations rather than considering the systemic social factors that contribute to those 
issues (Iyengar, 1990; Kendall, 2011). Therefore, the frames news outlets use in opioid 
epidemic coverage could have severe consequences on the public’s understanding of and 
reactions to the issue. If poverty is not discussed as a systemic factor in the opioid 
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epidemic, public policy may fail to address the epidemic’s root causes, which would 
allow the epidemic and its related health issues, such as HIV, to continue spreading. 
Additionally, this research contributes to the conversation of the media bubble 
and accessibility in the journalism field. Placing this research in the context of geographic 
and class bias provides an illustration of the negative consequences of geographically 
concentrated media. This research will hopefully improve journalists’ understanding of 
how media outlets create and display a bias in coverage. Such information would ideally 
encourage media companies to diversify geographically and demographically, as 
allowing people with varied lived experiences to add their voices to media would make 
content more representative of all areas of the U.S. 
Purpose of Study 
This study examined how newspapers have framed poverty in the opioid epidemic 
and what influences a paper’s geographic location has had on this coverage. The purpose 
of this textual analysis was to explore how a paper’s geographic location influences its 
framing of poverty in the Appalachian opioid epidemic. Where a paper is located affects 
who can work for it, oftentimes preventing people of lower socioeconomic classes from 
being involved (Dennis, 2013a, 2013b; Friedman-Rodovsky, 2017). 
 The following chapters will explore previous literature on the topic, detail the 
methods for conducting the study, present the findings of the analysis, and discuss the 
significance of these results. Specifically, Chapter Two will provide an overview of the 
opioid epidemic in Appalachia and review previous research on media coverage of 
addiction, poverty, and Appalachia, as well as research on factors that influence that 
coverage. Chapter Three will outline how the textual analysis of news coverage will be 
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carried out and why this method will be used. Chapter Four will present the themes found 
in coverage. Chapter Five will discuss how the findings answer the research question and 
the implications they have for theory, journalism, and future research. 
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
 
 
 
 This literature review provides an overview of research on various aspects related 
to media framing of the opioid epidemic in Appalachia. In addition to research on class, 
framing theory and media coverage of drugs, poverty, and the Appalachian region, this 
section provides an examination of research on possible reasons for flawed coverage of 
these issues. This will lay the groundwork for this study’s research questions and 
methods. 
Class 
The term “class” has many definitions. On the surface, it is often seen solely as an 
economic indicator. For instance, it has been defined in terms of the type of work people 
do and the ownership and control of resources, such as income and wealth (Kendall, 
2011; Rothman, 2005). However, class is not only expressed through money-related 
aspects such as income or jobs. It is also expressed through a person’s behaviors. To 
illustrate, Roseanne Arnold of the popular sitcom Roseanne argued that class is not just 
how much money you make but, rather, a kind of culture (Bettie, 1995). The working 
class, Arnold argued in an interview about the show, “is the culture that I was raised in 
and that is the culture I portrayed and will always be a part of no matter what because 
that’s where I came from and it’s who I am” (quoted in Bettie, 1995, p. 134). This culture 
can be expressed through various aspects of everyday life, such as what people buy and 
how they interact with family and friends (Bettie, 1995). So-called acceptable behaviors 
are different for people of different classes, and this can be seen in the conflict and 
arguments that characters in Roseanne experience with family and friends. Moreover, 
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what people buy and how often they shop can be telling of their class statuses. Class, 
therefore, relates to both what a person has and what a person does. The two interact to 
create a culture that defines a particular class status and affects how a person moves 
through the world. 
Framing Theory 
Framing theory refers to the emphasis of certain aspects of a story over the others 
(Entman, 1993). It is often a by-product of journalists’ efforts to quickly write stories that 
fulfill the requirements of a “good” news story (Price, Tewksbury, & Powers, 1995). The 
pursuit of a “good” story affects the stories journalists select, the sources they seek, the 
words they use, the angles they apply, and more. For instance, because having a human 
element in stories is seen as important in journalism (Price et al., 1995), journalists will 
often seek out stories with a strong human focus. The repetition of certain words, images, 
and angles in stories makes some frames more readily discernible and therefore 
memorable to the audience than others, leaving the audience with a particular impression 
of a news story or topic (Entman, 1991). 
Two often-studied types of framing are episodic and thematic. Episodic framing 
looks at an issue through a particular person, case, or event (Iyengar, 1987). When 
covering poverty, for instance, journalists often seek human-interest angles, which causes 
them to discuss poverty through the lens of one person’s experience. Such framing, 
which follows the theme of focusing on a single person or event, tends to ignore systemic 
social factors that contribute to poverty. This leaves audiences with the impression that 
individuals are to blame for their own situations (Iyengar, 1987; Kendall, 2011). 
Thematic framing, on the other hand, places issues in a broader social, cultural, or 
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political context (Iyengar, 1987). Stories on poverty that are thematically framed tend to 
discuss poverty as a general issue, with heavy reliance on statistics and trends. Although 
such framing is beneficial for its discussion of social, cultural, and political causes of 
poverty, the removal of the human element makes the poor seem faceless (Kendall, 
2011). 
How an issue is framed affects how the public understands and responds to it 
(Iyengar, 1987, 1990; Kendall, 2011; Price et al., 1995). This means journalists must pay 
attention to the frames themselves and the underlying values they transmit. This research 
used framing theory to examine whether poverty is episodically or thematically framed in 
the opioid epidemic and how the selection of details, words, sources, and more emphasize 
certain frames over others. 
Background: Opioids and Appalachia 
Opioid abuse has affected much of the United States since the 1990s, but social, 
political, and economic factors in Appalachia have caused the region to be 
disproportionately hit by the epidemic (Caldwell, Ford, Wallace, Wang, & Takahashi, 
2016; Moody, Satterwhite, & Bickel, 2017; Zhang et al., 2008). Appalachia consists of 
the entire state of West Virginia as well as portions of Alabama, Georgia, Kentucky, 
Maryland, Mississippi, New York, North Carolina, Ohio, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, and Virginia (Appalachian Regional Commission, 2008). Low socioeconomic 
status in the region is at the root of many of the factors (Spiller et al., 2009), and it has 
not only led to higher rates of opioid use there but also increased vulnerability for HIV 
and hepatitis C outbreaks in parts of Appalachia as a result of injection drug use. 
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National opioid epidemic. Although various events contributed to the rise of 
opioid use in the United States, the main factor has been an increase in opioid 
prescriptions sparked by a belief that opioids were not addictive (Buchman, Leece, & 
Orkin, 2017; Manchikanti et al., 2012). This belief rose in the 1980s, when two short 
publications – a letter by Porter & Hick (1980) and a study by Portenoy & Foley (1986) – 
claimed that addiction was not an issue for the vast majority of patients who used opioids 
to treat chronic pain (Buchman et al., 2017). Health workers and researchers cited these 
studies as proof of the non-addictive nature of opioids, and many discussed them in the 
context of patients’ moral “right to pain relief” (Buchman et al., 2017; Manchikanti et al., 
2012). Aggressive marketing of opioids by pharmaceutical companies, decreased 
regulations for opioid prescriptions, and new standards for pain assessment and treatment 
for all patients in health care further contributed to physicians’ increased prescribing of 
opioids (Buchman et al., 2017; Manchikanti et al., 2012; Phillips, 2000). These factors 
combined to make opioids increasingly prevalent throughout the United States. In 2006, 
there were 72.4 opioid prescriptions per 100 people in the United States, and those rates 
steadily climbed, peaking in 2012 with 81.3 prescriptions per 100 people (CDC, 2017). 
 Addiction in Appalachia. Rates of prescription use in Appalachia have 
consistently been significantly higher than in the rest of the United States. Drug overdose 
deaths in Appalachia exceed the national rate, with West Virginia’s 2008 rate more than 
double the national rate (CDC, 2011). Four of the five states with the highest drug 
overdose death rates in 2015 were in the Appalachian region (Appalachian Regional 
Commission, 2008; Hedegaard et al., 2017). More recently, over half of the U.S. counties 
most at risk for opioid-related HIV and hepatitis C outbreaks are in Kentucky, Tennessee, 
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and West Virginia (Van Handel et al., 2016). The disproportionate rates of abuse in this 
region can be largely attributed to various factors related to the low socioeconomic status 
of the region (Spiller et al., 2009). 
Blue-collar workers. The high amount of working class and blue-collar citizens, 
particularly coal miners, in Appalachia and specifically central Appalachia is one factor 
that contributed to significantly higher rates of opioid abuse in the region (Moody et al., 
2017). Central Appalachia includes counties in West Virginia, southwest Virginia, east 
Kentucky, southeast Ohio, east Tennessee, and west North Carolina (Moody et al., 2017). 
With more physical laborers come more injuries, and with injuries come the need for pain 
relief. This concentration of pain combined with the already-poor regulation of opioid 
prescriptions led to remarkably high rates of opioid prescription in Appalachia (Zhang et 
al., 2008). Pharmaceutical companies exacerbated the problem by taking advantage of the 
high rates of injuries in Appalachia to aggressively market their drugs to physicians in the 
region (“Drug firms,” 2016; Kobak, 2012). OxyContin, introduced to U.S. markets in 
1996 (Moody et al., 2017), became a particularly big issue, with prescription rates of the 
drug reaching five or six times the national rate of OxyContin prescription (Moody et al., 
2017) and abuse rates reaching such heights in Appalachia that the drug became widely 
known as “hillbilly heroin” (Hays, 2008). Therefore, the historic working-class labor 
divisions of the Appalachian region allowed the opioid epidemic-producing factors at the 
national level to flourish in central Appalachia, causing the region to be 
disproportionately hit by the epidemic. 
Lack of access to healthcare. Lack of access to healthcare is perhaps the most 
notable poverty-related factor that has led to a continuation of the epidemic in 
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Appalachia. Over half of the people in central Appalachia live in rural areas (Housing 
Assistance Council, 2010). People in rural areas have less access to healthcare and mental 
health care than those in urban areas (Caldwell et al., 2016; Reschovsky & Staiti, 2005). 
Access to specialized addiction services is even lower in rural areas (Hendryx, 2008). As 
a result, many of the people severely impacted by the opioid epidemic lack nearby 
treatment options. Moreover, although a Medicaid expansion in West Virginia and 
Kentucky in 2015 lowered the rate of uninsured individuals in Appalachia, there are still 
high rates of uninsured individuals in other central Appalachian states (Moody et al., 
2017; Witters, 2016). For many people in Appalachia, then, opioid addiction treatment is 
inaccessible. Treatment is not nearby or affordable, and for people of low socioeconomic 
status, that often means treatment is not an option. 
 HIV and Hepatitis C. A second phase of the opioid epidemic has taken root in 
Appalachia in the past few years. In late 2014, an HIV outbreak – spread through the use 
of shared drug needles used to inject opioids such as heroin – hit the rural town of Austin, 
Indiana (Ungar, 2015, 2017). Following the outbreak, Van Handel et al. (2016) of the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) identified 220 counties in the U.S. 
that were most vulnerable to an HIV outbreak based on opioid use, poverty, and other 
relevant demographic and economic factors. Ninety-five of the 220 counties were located 
in Kentucky and Tennessee. Twenty-eight more counties were located in West Virginia. 
Together, these three Appalachian states comprised over half of the counties that are most 
at-risk for an HIV outbreak as a result of intravenous drug use. The fact that this second 
stage of the epidemic again hit poor, rural, Appalachian areas further reveals the role of 
poverty in the opioid epidemic. 
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 Media Coverage of Opioids and Addiction  
Opioid abuse is a fairly new public health issue, only reaching epidemic 
proportions in the late 2010s. Perhaps because it has only recently intensified to heights 
drastic enough to attract media and public attention, little is known about how news 
media has framed the issue (McGinty et al., 2016). There is some discussion of the 
differences between the media’s coverage of the opioid epidemic versus the crack 
cocaine outbreak. However, studies solely focused on media framing of opioids are few, 
and those that do exist find coverage to be largely negative, with the focus being on the 
unfavorable consequences of the epidemic rather than on treating opioid addiction. 
Opioids versus crack. Some researchers and news articles have compared 
coverage of the opioid epidemic to that of the crack cocaine (a form of cocaine that is 
mixed with baking soda and smoked rather than snorted) outbreak in the 1980s and the 
role that race has played in the tone of coverage (Lopez, 2017b; McBeth, 2017; 
Netherland & Hansen, 2016). White opioid users have received much more sympathetic 
coverage in comparison to Black drug users, who are often depicted as criminals. Such 
sympathetic coverage of White drug users has resulted in more public and political action 
aimed at ending the opioid epidemic. Some have seen this increased sympathy for White 
drug users again in the opioid epidemic (Broome, 2018; Lopez, 2017b). 
This racial disparity exists in the current opioid epidemic, too. In a series for the 
in-depth Pittsburg news outlet Public Source, Broome (2018) explained the disparity he 
witnessed as a Black man in the opioid epidemic: White users were seen as victims, but 
he was seen as an addict. Erica Upshaw-Givner, who helped with his treatment, said she 
had been treating Black people for opioid addiction for years, but they were just seen as 
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heroin addicts. “Once our counterparts (white people) started dying, it became a public 
health crisis,” she said (Broome, 2018, para. 20). “But it wasn’t a public health crisis 15 
years ago when I was in the field and going to black people’s homes, providing care for 
them.” 
These findings provide a glimpse of one of the many factors that complicate 
media coverage of the opioid epidemic. The sympathy given to White people by the 
media has affected how the opioid epidemic has been seen and addressed. The issue is 
even further complicated in Appalachia, where dueling ideas about the region contribute 
to Appalachian whites being seen as both patriotic, ideal citizens and lazy, ignorant 
people (Scott, 2009). Although these factors are not the direct focus of this study, they are 
important to acknowledge and reflect on when analyzing media coverage of the opioid 
epidemic. 
Crime in opioid coverage. One of the most recent studies of media framing of 
the opioid crisis found that crime was found to be the main focus of coverage (McGinty 
et al., 2016). In the study, the researchers conducted a quantitative content analysis of 
opioid news coverage from 1998 to 2012 to examine news media messages about causes 
of, solutions to, and consequences of opioid abuse, as well as images of individuals who 
abuse opioids. Their analysis revealed that opioid abuse was framed primarily as a 
criminal justice issue. Illicit drug dealing was the most-mentioned cause of opioid abuse, 
and law enforcement action against drug dealers was the most-mentioned solution. 
Moreover, of the news stories that depicted a specific abuser of opioids, 66 percent 
depicted that person as involved in criminal activity rather than seeking or obtaining 
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treatment. This contributes to the overall framing of the opioid epidemic as a criminal 
justice issue rather than a treatable health condition. 
 Similarly, media coverage of OxyContin from 1995 to 2005 focused primarily on 
negative aspects of the drug rather than its use for treating pain, with an emphasis on 
crime and law perspectives over health ones (Whelan, Asbridge, & Haydt, 2011). Law 
enforcement officials and police perspectives were represented in 53 percent of articles. 
Judges and lawyers’ perspectives, similarly, were included in 28 percent of articles, 
giving law enforcement-related perspectives the most attention. By contrast, health 
perspectives of various types were all included in less than 20 percent of articles. 
Moreover, crime was the problem most frequently identified in articles about OxyContin, 
further contributing to the association between the opioid epidemic and crime. 
 The finding that crime is often discussed in media coverage of drugs is not 
surprising. Many studies on addiction and substance abuse in general have found criminal 
activity to be a dominant frame in news coverage. Almost 50 percent of newspaper and 
magazine stories about drugs in Brazil in 2000 focused on criminal aspects of drugs, such 
as smuggling and repression (Noto, Pinksy, & Mastroianni, 2009). Similarly, in 
Australia, a content analysis of articles about drugs in 11 major newspapers revealed that 
law enforcement and criminal justice frames were present in over half of the articles 
(Hughes, Lancaster, & Spicer, 2011). In Toronto, when the former mayor Rob Ford was 
entrenched in a cocaine scandal, nearly half of major newspaper articles on the issue 
connected Ford to crime and criminals (Kennedy & Valleriani, 2017). Some research 
suggests crime frames might be more common in certain mediums, such as local 
newspapers and the partisan press, than others, such as television and radio (Belackova, 
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Stastna, & Miovský, 2011). No matter the medium, country, or event, then, research 
indicates that journalists often focus on crime in drug coverage. 
Such findings as these are important due to how they impact audience members’ 
perceptions of people who are addicted to drugs. In an experimental study aimed at 
examining how portrayals of people struggling with drug abuse and mental illness 
affected audience members’ feelings toward those people, media portrayals of individuals 
with untreated drug addiction led to more negative attitudes than did portrayals of 
individuals with treated drug addiction (McGinty, Goldman, Pescosolido, & Barry, 
2015). Therefore, framing opioid abuse through a crime lens leads to the issue not being 
seen as a treatable health condition, which, as McGinty et al. (2015) found, ultimately 
leads to more stigmatization and discrimination toward those who struggle with opioid 
addiction. 
The frames journalists use when covering addiction are therefore often negative, 
with the focus being on individuals as criminals. The lack of focus on addiction as a 
treatable condition contributes to a negative perception of drug users, which could 
ultimately affect public policy on issues related to addiction.  
Media Coverage of Poverty  
 As with coverage of addiction, coverage of poverty leaves much to be desired. 
First, there is an overall lack of coverage of the poor by major media outlets, despite high 
rates of poverty in the U.S. Moreover, when poverty is covered, research has shown that 
it tends to be framed episodically, focusing on specific people rather than social context 
and systemic causes, which leads to audiences blaming individuals for their situations. 
Additionally, media coverage tends to present negative images and stereotypes of 
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poverty, further causing the poor to be seen in a negative light. Such coverage causes 
audiences to view poverty negatively, which affects public responses to and public policy 
on the issue. 
Lack of poverty coverage. In 2016, 40.6 million Americans, or 12.7 percent of 
the population, lived under the poverty line (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Despite this, the 
mainstream news media dedicates little time or space to the issue (Mantsios, 2003). This 
has been the case for several years. From 1981 to 1986, fewer than 200 stories on poverty 
were aired on major network news outlets (Iyengar, 1987). This means viewers would 
have seen, on average, less than one story per month on poverty. From 1988 to 1992, 
there were only 182 stories about poverty in the three leading newsmagazines and 534 
poverty stories on the three major news network weeknight shows (Gilens, 1996). This 
averages out to around one story per network each week and a half. Similarly, over a 
three-week period in 1998, of the 672 stories aired on the 5 p.m. and 10 p.m. programs at 
a Denver, Colorado, news stations, only 13, or 1.9 percent, focused on “the needy,” 
(Heider & Fuse, 2004). From 2007 to 2012, only 0.2 percent of coverage in 50 major 
news outlets focused on poverty, despite 16.1 percent of Americans living in poverty at 
the time (Froomkin, 2013). Similarly, from January 2013 to February 2014, the three 
major news networks aired 23 stories on poverty, which accounted for .2 percent of 
coverage (Rendall, Kauffmann & Qureshi, 2014). During the same 14-month period, the 
outlets aired 82 stories that included the term “billionaire.” This means a viewer was 
almost four times more likely to see a story about a billionaire than about poverty, despite 
the fact that 50 million people lived in poverty while only 482 Americans qualified as 
billionaires. 
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 Episodic framing. When poverty is covered in the mainstream news, it is often 
framed episodically rather than thematically. Episodic framing looks at an issue through a 
particular case or event while thematic framing places issues in a broader social, cultural, 
or political context (Iyengar, 1987). In the case of poverty, episodic framing tends to 
focus on a particular person’s situation, focusing closely on one case and giving the 
subject of poverty a human face. This focus can in itself be considered thematic, as it 
draws on the theme of individual plights and responsibility. However, such framing tends 
to leave audiences with the impression that individuals are to blame for their own poverty 
rather than attributing it to the various social, political, and economic factors that 
contribute to the issue (Iyengar, 1987; Kendall, 2011). 
 Many studies have found coverage of poverty to be episodic or to place blame on 
the individual. From 1981 to 1986, 66 percent of poverty stories aired were framed 
episodically, which means a viewer was twice as likely to see a story about a specific 
poor person rather than a story about poverty in general (Iyengar, 1987). This trend of 
framing poverty episodically is more common in network news than in newspapers, with 
network news less likely to discuss societal reasons for poverty, such as a bad economy, 
ineffective government aid, racism, and more (Kim, Carvalho, & Davis, 2010). Other 
researchers have similarly found a lack of context or focus on societal causes in poverty 
coverage. Bullock, Wyche, & Williams (2001) analyzed newspaper articles about poverty 
over a 3-month period in 1999 to determine the tone of the articles and the emphasis on 
social causes of poverty. Sixty percent of the articles were neutral in tone, but there was a 
general lack of context in the articles that discussed poverty’s causes on a social scale. 
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Articles, for example, discussed problems faced by poor or needy people, but they failed 
to examine the factors underlying those problems or underlying need. 
 Failure to address societal causes for poverty exists even in regions where poverty 
is prevalent. In three local papers in rural Appalachia, discussions of poverty fell into one 
of three frames: hard facts with little to no context, community responses to poverty, and 
resources for those in need (Carey, 2014). All of these frames fail to explain societal 
causes for poverty, which makes it seem as though poverty is natural. Indeed, Carey 
found that the view of poverty as a fact of life was held among many in Appalachia, and 
news coverage of the issues – of lack thereof – helped to reinforce this. 
 Coverage that places blame on the poor for their own circumstances does not only 
occur in the overall framing of a piece, though. Source selection in stories about poverty 
can be a source of episodic framing. Stories about single mothers and welfare in four 
major newspapers featured 185 public officials as sources, and 79 percent of them 
expressed support for welfare reform (Blank-Libra, 2004). Additionally, 23 percent 
suggested that individuals on welfare were to blame for their poverty. 
Framing impacts the public’s understanding and beliefs about an issue. The ability 
of framing to affect how an individual understands, interprets, and feels about a story or 
event has significant implications on public policy (Price et al., 1995). Episodic framing 
therefore affects how audiences attribute responsibility for poverty. Iyengar’s (1990) 
study researched this by having participants watch news clips about poverty with either 
an episodic or thematic frame and then respond to survey questions about the causes and 
solutions to poverty. The results showed that participants who watched the thematic 
framing of poverty were less likely to see individuals as responsible for their own poverty 
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than were those participants who watched an episodically framed clip. Similarly, research 
on attitudes toward the poor shows that people are more likely to blame the poor for their 
own situations rather than to attribute poverty to economic or cultural factors (Cozzarelli, 
Wilkinson, & Tagler, 2001). When they do attribute poverty to external factors, it is more 
frequently attributed to cultural than economic factors. 
Negative images. In addition to framing poverty in ways that put responsibility 
for the issue on individuals, media outlets tend to frame the poor negatively. Between 
1960 and 2008, newspapers employed five main frames in articles on poverty: misery and 
neglect (the poor live in a separate society of run-down slums and rural areas); social 
disorder (the poor commit crimes); economic and physical barriers (economic and other 
conditions lead to poverty); laziness and dysfunction (the poor do not work but still have 
children); and cheating (the poor abuse the welfare system) (Rose & Baumgartner, 2013). 
Many of these frames are stereotypical, and some, such as the frames of laziness and 
cheating, have become more common over time (Rose & Baumgartner, 2013). 
Other researchers have noted similarly negative media frames of the poor, such as 
Mantsios’ (2003) finding that the poor are seen as faceless and undeserving. Stories that 
depict the poor as faceless focus on numbers and statistics and do little to contextualize 
the issue or put a face to the problem. Undeserving depictions focus on deviant or 
negative images of poor people, such as welfare cheats, drug addicts, tax evaders, and 
more. Again, these negative frames all fail to contextualize poverty, making it easier to 
blame the poor for their situations. 
In her book on how class is framed in the media, Kendall (2011) detailed four 
categories of episodic framing that frequently crop up in the news: sympathetic framing 
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(covering children, the elderly, and the ill in a sympathetic light); negative-image framing 
(over-covering negative aspects of an issue, such as focusing on welfare dependency and 
deviancy among the homeless): exceptionalism framing (highlighting individuals who 
escaped their poverty); and charitable framing (covering the poor in order to motivate 
people of higher classes to help the poor). All of these frames focus on individuals, 
which, as discussed, tends to influence how audiences ascribe responsibility for poverty. 
Additionally, some frames, such as negative-image framing, clearly depict poverty in 
overly negative ways, influencing how viewers think about the issue. Such framing 
ultimately results in incorrect or stereotypical images of the poor. 
Poverty is also framed through the eyes of the higher classes. In the 19th century, 
several stories on poverty framed the issue in terms of how it affected people of higher 
class. For instance, many stories were framed in terms of the wealthy being charitable 
towards the poor or being saddened by walking by the homeless around the holidays 
(Kendall, 2011). Similarly, depictions of people in poverty as eyesores and as down on 
their luck focus more on people of higher classes than on people in poverty (Mantsios, 
2003). Eyesore depictions focus on ways the poor are an inconvenience to the middle 
class, such as a store owner’s issues with panhandlers outside the store. Depictions of the 
poor as down on their luck often center around the holidays and often focus on how rich 
people are helping the poor. These frames primarily serve people of higher classes, and 
whether positive or negative, ultimately work to make the poor seem invisible. 
Whether it be through lack of coverage, episodic framing, or negative depictions, 
people in poverty are often unfairly represented in the media. The lack of coverage or 
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negative coverage of this issue affects how audiences understand and react to poverty. 
Therefore, it is important that the issue be represented accurately and systemically. 
The Media and Appalachia  
 Appalachians have a complicated relationship with the media. The region and its 
people have been negatively stereotyped for decades, contributing to how people outside 
Appalachia view the people there. However, this negative media stereotyping has also 
affected how Appalachians view outsiders, and it has contributed to Appalachians’ 
suspicion and anger toward outside media. 
 Coverage of Appalachia. Since the region was first identified in the mid-1800s, 
Appalachia and the people who live there have often been stereotyped in negative ways, 
such as being different from the rest of the U.S. and as lazy, uneducated hillbillies. In one 
of the first accounts of Appalachia that identified the region as distinct from the other 
undeveloped areas around it, Harney (1873) described the people of Appalachia as being 
strange and peculiar. Harney’s was the first of many accounts that insinuated 
Appalachians are “in, but not of, America” (McNeil, 1995, p. 45). The region has been 
described as one of chaos and in need of civilizing from the outside (Blee & Billings, 
1999) or as disconnected from the outside world (Giardina, 1999). It has been called a 
place “where people are still living the frontier life of the backwoods” and “where the 
large majority of inhabitants have never seen a steamboat or a railroad” (Semple, 1901, p. 
146) as opposed to the rest of the U.S., “one of the most progressive and productive 
countries in the world” (Semple, 1901, p. 146). The stereotype has not changed much 
over time. In 2002, CBS proposed a reality television program inspired by The Beverly 
Hillbillies that would follow a poor Appalachian family’s move to Beverly Hills, 
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California, mansion for a year (Cooke-Jackson & Hansen, 2008). The backlash to the 
show was enough to prevent it from moving forward, but the mere idea of the show 
reiterated the idea of the different-to-the-rest-of-us Appalachian who would be interesting 
and humorous to watch on television. 
Such depictions hint at a common stereotype of Appalachians as uneducated, 
unrefined hillbillies. The idea of the hillbilly has been around for decades, at least since 
the 1900s (Harkins, 2004). The term conjures up images of dumb, dangerous, lazy people 
(Comer, 2006); dirty people (Jarosz & Lawson, 2002); trailer park trash (Harry, 2004) 
and more. Although there are many terms for the White, low-class people of Appalachia 
– hillbilly and trailer park trash being two common ones – all point to the same image of 
an unintelligent person who is lethargic and undeserving (Carey, 2014). Entertainment 
media such as television and movies has played a large role in creating this image. Shows 
such as The Beverly Hillbillies and Hee-Haw, among many others, depicted the 
Appalachian region as being full of poor mountaineers who are stupid and indecent 
(Carey, 2014). 
Newspaper and magazine stories further reinforced this image. In 1964, President 
Lyndon Johnson made Appalachian poverty a national focus (Carey, 2014). As a result, 
journalists flocked to the area and sought sources and scenes that matched those they had 
seen and read about – those of poor, uneducated mountain people living in deprivation 
and despair (Bowler, 1985). Such coverage, however, failed to include those in 
Appalachia who did not fit this stereotype, therefore portraying the whole of Appalachia 
as a poor, desolate, backward region. 
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Because poverty is so historically prevalent in this region, frames used in poverty 
coverage intertwine with those used in coverage of Appalachia. The longstanding 
negative media coverage of this area has affected how people view Appalachians and 
whether they see them as worthy of aid, making it important for media outlets to fairly 
cover the Appalachian region. 
Media in Appalachia. The media’s continual negative images of Appalachia not 
only shapes how outsiders view the region and its people but also how Appalachians 
view and react to the media. While Appalachians are often trusting in personal 
relationships, they tend to be suspicious of institutions or organized groups (Smathers, 
1970). Many researchers have pointed out this strong suspicion of outsiders that 
permeates much of Appalachia (Behringer et al., 2007; Miller, 1977; O’Brien, 2001). 
Although several factors contribute to this lack of trust, negative media stereotypes of 
Appalachia have played a role. 
Elizabeth Barret explores this suspicion of outside media in her film Stranger with 
a Camera, which examines the 1976 killing of a Canadian filmmaker by a man from 
Appalachia who felt the filmmaker was exploiting poor Appalachians and perpetuating 
stereotypes of the region (Barret, 2000). In exploring this altercation, Barret analyzes 
how the media’s exploitation of the Appalachian region has contributed to suspicious 
feelings among locals (Brashear, 2016). This mistrust of outside media has not 
disappeared over time. In 2015, a local Appalachian resident made headlines when she 
violently threatened non-local photographers who she thought had taken photos of her 
children (May, 2015). Such incidents demonstrate that “Appalachians still struggle with 
our long history of misrepresentation by strangers with cameras,” (Brashear, 2016, p. 5). 
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These negative feelings toward outside media among Appalachians indicate the 
consequences of negative media coverage of the Appalachian region. Moreover, it shows 
the complications involved in media coverage of the opioid epidemic in this region and 
the need for accurate coverage. How the media covers Appalachia influences not only 
how audiences understand it but also how people in Appalachia view and react to the 
media. 
Geography and News Coverage  
Evidently, the media has often presented flawed coverage of opioids, poverty, and 
the Appalachian region. It is important to understand how a news outlet’s geographic 
location can contribute to this flawed coverage. Geographic location can result in both 
class and geographic bias, and it is important to recognize this in order to explore ways to 
improve reporting on the opioid epidemic. 
Class bias. Class bias in the media is one potential reason for incorrect or 
incomplete coverage. Although the term “class bias” is not widely used in research and 
therefore does not have a single definition, discussions of the media’s tendency to glorify 
the upper classes (Kendall, 2011) and scholars’ beliefs that the news values higher classes 
over others (Gans, 1979) point to the support for the idea of class bias. 
Journalists have begun discussing class and privilege issues in journalism more 
and more over the years. Dennis (2013) detailed the issue of unpaid or low-paid 
internships in journalism, particularly in expensive cities such as New York. Such 
internships are only available to those who have enough money to move to and live in 
one of the most expensive cities in the U.S. without a monthly paycheck, he said, which 
effectively eliminates the voices of the poor and working class from journalism. 
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Ehrenreich (2015) further discussed this issue as it relates to poverty coverage. In 
America, she argued, only the wealthy can write about poverty – a phenomenon with 
many causes, including the field’s geographic concentration in expensive cities and its 
low pay. Such factors prevent people who have experienced poverty and other under-
covered or negatively covered issues from ever writing about them. 
 The discussion of journalism’s “elite” problem picked up after the media’s 
misfire in the 2016 election. Donald Trump’s surprise win sparked conversation among 
journalists of the “media bubble” – the concentration of media outlets in expensive 
coastal cities, which creates elitism in the field (Friedman-Rudovsky, 2017; Shafer & 
Doherty, 2017). Indeed, “half of all newspaper and internet publishing employees work 
in counties where the household income is greater than $61,000 – $7,000 more than the 
national median” (Shafer & Doherty, 2017, para. 21). Moreover, Shafer & Doherty found 
that many of these cities tend to be more liberal, with over half of publishing employees 
working in places Hillary Clinton won by over 30 points in the 2016 election. The 
economic aspects of the media’s geographic concentration, combined with its tendency to 
be located in liberal-leaning areas, created what many called the media bubble and 
resulted in a media that overwhelmingly failed to see Trump’s viability as president, they 
argue (Shafer & Doherty, 2017; Silver, 2017). 
 Class bias can be revealed through various aspects of story and source selection. 
In their month-long observations at a Denver newsroom, Heider, & Fuse (2004) found 
that class was essentially absent from newsroom conversations, and this was clear in how 
sources and stories were framed. For example, a story about a heatwave focused on how 
animals at the zoo were coping, despite the fact that just a few blocks from the news 
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station, residents of an apartment complex were visibly suffering from lack of air 
conditioning. Similarly, in two newsmagazine programs, Hard Copy and 60 Minutes, of 
the sources whose class and education levels could be detected, 78 percent of sources had 
some higher education and 80 percent were in the upper or middle-class (Grabe, 2004). 
Story and source selection, then, can further cause people of lower classes to be omitted 
from the news. 
Geographic bias. The lack of proper coverage of class and various political 
issues can be further explained by geographic bias, which refers to the tendency for a 
disproportionate amount of news to come from or relate to a small number of cities in the 
U.S. (Whitney, Fritzler, Jones, Mazzarella & Rakow, 1989). In an early and often-cited 
study of geographic bias, Dominick (1977) analyzed 360 newscasts from the three major 
news networks over a two-year period. He coded them based on the location that received 
the most focus in the story and the amount time spent per story. The results showed that 
two-thirds of the total time dedicated to national news focused on Washington D.C., New 
York, and California, with 50 percent was focused on D.C. alone (though some of this 
over-coverage can likely be attributed to D.C.’s role as the capital and political center of 
the United States). By contrast, the Midwest, which has a much greater population than 
does the Northeast, was the most underrepresented. 
Others have repeated Dominick’s study. One study found that from 1982 to 1984, 
the Northeast and Pacific areas of the U.S. were over-covered in relation to the rest of the 
country, with stories on the Northeast accounting for 22.8 percent of news time over the 
two-year period while the population of the region accounted for only 18.1 percent of the 
U.S. in 1982 (Whitney et al., 1989). Meanwhile, regions such as the Midwest boasted 
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23.2 percent of the population and received only 18.7 percent of news time. More 
recently, another study found that from 1982 to 2004, the percentage of network news 
coverage of the Northeast steadily increased over the years while the percentage of 
coverage of the Midwest decreased – this despite the fact that Midwest consistently 
constituted a greater percentage of the population than did the Northeast (Jones, 2008). 
The ideas of geographic and class bias were put to the test in a study on news 
coverage of the Appalachian region. Comer (2006) studied how the geographic location 
of a news outlet affects the amount and tone of its coverage on the Appalachian region. 
Using framing theory, Comer analyzed the distance between 86 metropolitan newspapers 
and the Appalachian region and whether the articles that mentioned “Appalachia” had a 
positive, negative, or neutral tone. His study showed that newspapers closer to 
Appalachia not only covered the region more frequently but also covered it more 
positively than did papers further away from the region. 
Many factors play into geographic bias and the lack of poverty coverage. 
Tuchman (1978) touched on this in her discussion of the “news net,” which she described 
as the structure that captures news items to cover each day. The news net, Tuchman 
argued, is set up to cover those areas and places where news is perceived as being most 
likely to occur. Reporters cannot write about things they do not see, so whether their 
inattention to certain events occurs as a result of their geographic location, social class, or 
something else, they let stories slip through the holes in the net each day. Because 
journalism is relatively clustered on the U.S. coasts and missing from small, rural towns 
(Shafer & Doherty, 2017), journalists’ “news nets” frequently fail to catch stories on 
poverty.  
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The geographic location of a news outlet therefore can influence the outlet’s 
coverage of a particular issue. Although there is some research on geographic and class 
bias, the topics warrant more study, particularly given their prevalence in journalistic 
conversations today. This research will therefore expand on this area by examining how 
an outlet’s geographic location influences its coverage of an issue that is strongly related 
to poverty.  
Research Questions 
 This research seeks to analyze how newspapers frame poverty in the opioid 
epidemic in Appalachia and how this varies based on the geographic location of 
newspapers. This will be determined using the following research questions:  
RQ1: How was the opioid epidemic in Appalachia framed in local newspaper 
coverage from June 1, 2016, to June 1, 2017?  
RQ1a: How did local newspapers frame the causes of the opioid 
epidemic? 
RQ1b: How did local newspapers frame the solutions to the opioid 
epidemic? 
RQ1c: How did local newspapers frame the consequences of the opioid 
epidemic? 
RQ2: How was the opioid epidemic in Appalachia framed in elite newspaper 
coverage from June 1, 2016, to June 1, 2017? 
RQ2a: How did elite newspapers frame the causes of the opioid 
epidemic? 
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RQ2b: How did elite newspapers frame the solutions to the opioid 
epidemic? 
RQ2c: How did elite newspapers frame the consequences of the opioid 
epidemic? 
RQ3: How does the portrayal of Appalachians in newspaper articles about the 
opioid epidemic published from June 1, 2016, to June 1, 2017, compare based on 
the geographical location of the news outlet? 
RQ3a: How did local newspapers portray Appalachians? 
RQ3b: How did elite newspapers portray Appalachians? 
Conclusion 
The media’s framing of an issue affects how the public thinks about it and, 
consequently, public policy on the issue. This literature review has shown the many ways 
coverage of addiction, poverty, and Appalachia has been insufficient or incorrect, as well 
as some of the causes for such coverage. This research will build on this literature review 
to examine media outlets’ coverage of poverty as it relates to the opioid epidemic in 
Appalachia. The study will use a textual analysis to explore whether and how news 
coverage of the opioid epidemic in Appalachia integrates poverty into the discussion, and 
it will place the findings in the context of the media bubble in the hopes of contributing to 
a larger discussion on the ethics of geographic concentration in media.  
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Chapter Three: Method 
 
 
 
The media’s concentration in expensive coastal cities has sparked discussion 
about the field’s elitism and lack of access to people of low socioeconomic status 
(Friedman-Rudovsky, 2017; Shafer & Doherty, 2017). Such lack of access and diversity 
affects what and how topics, such as poverty, are covered. The opioid epidemic, which 
has disproportionately hit poor, rural areas in Appalachia, presents an interesting case 
study of how topics related to class are covered and how such coverage differs based on a 
news outlet’s geographic location. Past research of elite media coverage of poverty 
reveals a tendency to cover poverty episodically, which contributes to the belief that 
people in poverty are responsible for their own situations (Gilens, 1996; Heider & Fuse, 
2004; Iyengar, 1987). Moreover, research reveals that the media often depicts 
Appalachians as lazy hillbillies responsible for their own economic misfortunes (Carey, 
2014). Building on past research on poverty and Appalachia, this chapter explains the 
procedures used in this study addressing how a news outlet’s geographic location affects 
its portrayal of poverty and Appalachians in the opioid epidemic.  
Rationale for Method Selection 
A qualitative textual analysis was performed to examine how news outlets portray 
poverty in the Appalachian opioid epidemic and how geographic location affects that 
portrayal. The goal of this research was to find themes in news articles on the topic to 
provide an understanding of how this issue is covered. Additionally, this research aimed 
to understand how geographic location factors into this framing. Therefore, the goals of 
this research were best suited to qualitative methods.  
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Qualitative research seeks to understand how or why something occurs. A core 
tenet of this research is that phenomena exist independently of human perception, and 
each person has his or her own meanings and interpretations of phenomena (Creswell, 
2009). Collecting research in a natural setting is therefore an important aspect of 
qualitative research, as the goal is to “make sense of, or to interpret, phenomena in terms 
of the meanings people bring to them” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2003, p. 5). Because 
qualitative research assumes that phenomena derive their meaning from the interpreter of 
the phenomena, context plays a key role in analysis. Understanding the environments and 
contexts in which a text was created is essential to understanding that text and its 
meanings (Christians & Carey, 1989). In research such as this, which seeks to understand 
how an issue is framed, qualitative research proved a fitting method. Texts were studied 
as they are, and phenomena were interpreted by analyzing what journalists wrote about 
them – that is, the meanings journalists brought to the phenomena.  
Textual analysis further satisfies the goals of research on the Appalachian opioid 
epidemic. Textual analysis seeks to examine language and classify it into categories with 
similar meanings (Weber, 1990) and it considers the context of the text to provide greater 
understanding of the phenomena being studied (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; McTavish & 
Pirro, 1990). Using coding to identify themes, textual analysis involves subjective 
interpretation of the text (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005). Among the various types of textual 
analysis, Hsieh & Shannon’s (2005) conventional and summative content analyses best 
fit my research. In conventional content analysis, researchers avoid using preconceived 
categories and instead allow categories to develop organically from the text. In 
summative content analysis, researchers use latent analysis to understand the deeper 
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meaning of words. Although there is existing research on aspects of my topic, I primarily 
allowed the categories to emerge from the texts rather than going into analysis with pre-
existing categories. Moreover, I analyzed words and phrases on a deeper level to 
understand the meanings and implications of those words on the message of the text as a 
whole. 
Researcher’s Role  
The researcher is a key instrument in qualitative research (Creswell, 2009). He or 
she collects the data and, whether subconsciously or not, uses his or her own beliefs and 
experiences to interpret the latent meanings of the text. Because textual analyses are so 
dependent on the researcher and his or her personal interpretations, it is important to note 
how my experiences and beliefs could have affected my interpretations of the text.  
My interpretations of the articles were informed by my past research on and 
personal experiences with elitism in media. In a graduate-level class, I read articles about 
how difficult it is for people of lower classes to enter the journalism field, whether that be 
the result of widespread use of unpaid internships by news organizations, low-paying 
jobs or the concentration of the field in New York and other expensive cities (Ehrenreich, 
2015; Friedman-Rudovsky, 2017; Shafer & Doherty, 2017). These articles discussed how 
such barriers affect content, particularly content on people of lower classes. I became 
passionate about this, not only because the magazine field, which I hope to enter 
someday, is almost entirely concentrated in the unattainable-for-me New York but also 
because I believe a profession that is for the people should be open to the people – all of 
them.  
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My passion for this topic and my strong belief that journalism does have a class 
problem therefore disposes me to interpret stories about poverty and Appalachia as being 
negatively framed. I approached this research with the assumption that those papers 
located further away and in more expensive cities would fail to report fairly and 
thematically on the topic. Although I strove to keep an open mind, my experiences in and 
with journalism inevitably informed my interpretations of the texts.  
Research Design  
 Textual analysis was used to examine the framing of the opioids in Appalachia. 
The following sections describe the parameters of my research and the coding procedures 
used.  
 Data sampling. To study the framing of poverty in the Appalachian opioid 
epidemic among papers across the U.S., I analyzed articles using a purposive sample of 
(1) elite, national newspapers and (2) local Appalachian newspapers. Because the elite 
press is often located in expensive cities, it can be unattainable for people of low 
socioeconomic classes. Comparing elite and local coverage therefore allowed for an 
analysis of whether and how poverty is integrated into the opioid conversation and how 
this differs based on the geographic location of the paper.  
 The parameters for this study hinged on the 2016 CDC study that identified 220 
counties in the United States as at-risk for an HIV or hepatitis C outbreak (Van Handel et 
al., 2016). Following an opioid-related HIV outbreak in Indiana in 2014, the CDC 
identified other counties at-risk for a similar outbreak based on opioid availability, 
poverty levels, unemployment rates, and more. Over half of the 220 counties were 
located in West Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee, and most were in the Appalachian 
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regions of these states. The CDC released the list of these at-risk counties in June 2016, 
prior to the publication of the full study. This prompted many news outlets to write 
stories about the concentration of opioid-related issues in Appalachian areas. Because this 
study turned attention to the Appalachian region and identified class-related factors that 
exacerbated opioid abuse in these regions, it prescribes many relevant parameters for this 
study in terms of newspaper selection, keyword selection, and time frame.  
 Elite papers included the New York Times (weekday circulation of 1,077,116) and 
the Washington Post (weekday circulation of 482,772). Both newspapers are considered 
part of the prestige press – news outlets whose work is seen as superior and has 
considerable influence on both the public and other newspapers (Stempel, 1961). Other 
elite newspapers such as the Los Angeles Times and the Wall Street Journal have either 
not produced much coverage on the Appalachian opioid epidemic or have produced more 
business-focused coverage of it, which would introduce a confounding variable into the 
study. Therefore, the Times and the Post were the most appropriate elite newspapers to 
use in this study.  
Articles from these two newspapers were found by searching specific keywords 
on the Factiva database. Keywords were in one of two categories: those related to the 
opioid epidemic and those related to the geographic region of Appalachia. In the opioid 
category, keywords included “opioid*” and “opiate.” In the geographic region category, 
in addition to “Appalachia,” keywords included the Appalachian states that were 
identified as being most at-risk for an opioid-fueled HIV or hepatitis C outbreak – West 
Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee (Van Handel et al., 2016). For an article to qualify for 
the study, it had to have at least one keyword from the geographic category and at least 
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one keyword from the opioid category. The terms “opioid*” or “opiate” needed to appear 
in the lead paragraph of the article. These parameters returned 30 articles from the Post 
and 9 articles from the Times for a total of 39 elite newspaper articles.   
Local newspapers included those from West Virginia, Tennessee, and Kentucky – 
the states considered most at-risk for an HIV or hepatitis C outbreak based on poverty 
levels, unemployment rates, opioid availability, and more (Van Handel et al., 2016). The 
three local papers selected are the highest-circulating newspapers based in a county that 
is part of the Appalachian region in each state. These three newspapers were The Daily 
Independent in Ashland, Kentucky (weekday circulation of 9,412); the Charleston 
Gazette-Mail in Charleston, West Virginia (weekday circulation of 45,387); and the 
Knoxville News Sentinel in Knoxville, Tennessee (weekday circulation of 78,962). 
Articles from all three newspapers were identified using the Newspaper Source database. 
They included either the terms “opioid*” or “opiate.” Articles originally published in 
other papers or wire services were not included. Only those articles with datelines from 
county or state the newspapers belonged to were included. These parameters returned 6 
articles from the Independent, 66 articles from the Gazette-Mail, and 28 articles from the 
Sentinel for a total of 100 local articles. The total number of texts analyzed, therefore, 
was 139 (39 elite and 100 local).  
There is an imbalance in coverage both between and within elite and local outlets. 
The imbalance between elite and local newspapers is to be expected, given the different 
roles the outlets play, with local outlets focusing only on day-to-day regional coverage 
and elite outlets focusing on both the entire country as well as foreign affairs and more. 
Within each category, moreover, there are several potential reasons for the imbalance of 
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articles. Among elite outlets, the Washington Post published significantly more stories 
than did the New York Times. However, the Post’s location in Washington, D.C. – the 
political center of the nation – could have resulted in greater coverage of the opioid 
epidemic, particularly as it related to politics. Similarly, among local newspapers, the 
Charleston Gazette-Mail produced twice as many articles on the epidemic as did the 
Knoxville News Sentinel, and both produced many more than did the Ashland Daily 
Independent. The Charleston Gazette’s large amount of coverage compared to the other 
local outlets could be a result of the paper’s known high quality and discovery of drug 
distributors’ wrongdoing in West Virginia. Eric Eyre, the Gazette journalist who initially 
investigated drug distributors and produced most of the follow-up coverage on the topic, 
won a Pulitzer Prize for his work, which earned the paper national attention and likely 
resulted in the large amount of coverage on drug distributors. Moreover, both the 
Charleston Gazette and Knoxville News Sentinel have significantly higher circulation 
rates than the Ashland Daily Independent, which means they likely have more money and 
resources than the Independent and are therefore able to provide more day-to-day 
coverage of the opioid epidemic. Despite these differences, the findings will show that all 
local papers tended to follow the same trends; the same is true of elite papers. Therefore, 
the differences in sample sizes did not present any confounding variables.  
 Data collection and management. Data collection began with June 1, 2016, 
when the CDC released the list of at-risk counties, which sparked an array of news stories 
about the concentration of opioid issues in Appalachia. The end point for data collection 
was year after the release of the list, June 1, 2017.  
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Only news articles were included in the analysis. Articles noted as being letters to 
the editor, opinion pieces, editorials, or briefs were excluded. Opinions and letters, 
although interesting and valuable, would have introduced too many confounding factors. 
Obituaries were also omitted, as they are not focused on the opioid epidemic as a whole. 
Images were also excluded, as they were not available in all databases. As a result of 
these limitations, a total of 240 articles were omitted. Of those, 180 were briefs, or short 
news roundups, published in the Gazette-Mail.  
 Coding procedures. As noted, conventional and summative textual analysis were 
conducted. Therefore, categories were derived from the texts rather than from existing 
literature, and coding focused on the latent meaning behind the use of certain words or 
phrases. In looking for themes, I followed Swalve & DeFoster (2016) by considering 
vocabulary, source choices, quote selections and text structure. Analysis focused on two 
primary areas: depictions of opioid users in Appalachia and discussions of the causes, 
solutions and consequences of the epidemic. Prior research shows that both Appalachians 
and people in poverty are described in negative ways that can cause them to be blamed 
for their own economic misfortunes (Carey, 2014). Accordingly, my research examined 
what words or phrases were used in depictions of Appalachians and how this contributed 
to the episodic or thematic framing of articles. Moreover, prior research has noted that 
discussions of causes, solutions, and consequences of an issue greatly influence public 
attitudes toward that issue (Iyengar, 1987; McGinty et al., 2016). Several researchers 
have analyzed these three categories in articles to determine the thematic or episodic 
framing of political issues (Iyengar, 1990; Kim, Carvalho & Davis, 2010; McGinty et al., 
2016). Therefore, following past research, my research examined how causes, solutions, 
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and consequences were discussed in terms of vocabulary, source choice, amount of space 
devoted to topics, and more in order to analyzing the overall framing of the issue. The 
ultimate goal was to reach saturation, or the point at which analysis of the texts no longer 
produced new categories or themes (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Themes were identified 
throughout readings, and once texts could be read without new themes emerging, coding 
was complete.  
 Trustworthiness. Because much of my analysis was focused on word choice and 
the latent meanings behind such choices, my interpretations of those meanings had to be 
as fair as possible. Peer debriefing was therefore important in my research. Peer 
debriefing involves locating a person to review and ask questions about the study 
(Creswell, 2009). This strategy allows for interpretations beyond the researcher, which 
helps the study resonate with more people and therefore improves the validity of the 
study. I asked peers to read some of the news articles I analyzed and tell me what 
message they came away with. I also asked peers to do a review of my findings and 
discussion to ensure my interpretations were not too far-fetched.  
To support my analysis, I used extensive quotations from the articles, and I 
provided in-depth descriptions of my analysis. Moreover, whenever applicable, I 
supported my analyses with research. For instance, if I said that the word “trailer park” 
conjures of images of lazy people, I supported this with research, such as studies on the 
word “trailer park” or examples of TV shows that depict “lazy Appalachians” living in 
trailer parks.  
Finally, using Hsieh & Shannon’s (2005) conventional method of textual analysis 
contributed to trustworthiness. Rather than reading the articles with coding categories in 
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mind, I allowed categories to develop organically from the text based on common 
themes. The lack of initial coding categories further promoted some degree of objectivity 
in the research.   
Summary 
 The discussion of the negative consequences of geographic concentration in 
media is growing. Journalists argue the lack of socioeconomic diversity in journalism 
results in a lack of media content that reflects all of the United States – particularly 
people of lower classes. This textual analysis explores how a paper’s geographic location 
influences its framing of the Appalachian opioid epidemic, in which poverty has played a 
large role. Previous literature suggests that the media tends to frame poverty episodically 
or cover it negatively, and some research suggests incorrect coverage of political and 
social issues such as poverty varies based on a paper’s geographic location. This study 
will use a textual analysis to examine how Appalachians are portrayed in news articles on 
the opioid epidemic, how poverty is episodically or thematically framed, and how 
coverage differs based on geographic location. Examining articles in each of these 
categories will contribute to understanding of how the media is framing the Appalachian 
opioid epidemic and how its coverage or lack thereof of poverty is related to its 
geographic location.  For a full list of sources analyzed, see Appendix: Data References. 
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Chapter Four: Findings 
 
 
 
 This research aimed to examine how coverage of the opioid epidemic in 
Appalachia compared among elite and local newspapers, as well as how Appalachians 
themselves were portrayed. This section details the findings for each of the research 
questions.  
Summary of Main Themes 
 For each research question, findings fell into two main categories: type of framing 
and type of factor. Type of framing relates to how an issue was covered. Type of factor 
relates to what issue was covered. Findings for the first two research questions, which 
focused on how the causes, solutions, and consequences of the epidemic were framed, are 
organized by type of framing and factor. Findings for the final research question, which 
focused on framing of Appalachians, are organized solely by type of framing.   
This research set out to examine episodic and thematic framing of opioid 
coverage. However, similar to Wouters’ (2015) research on protest coverage, this study’s 
findings revealed two types of episodic framing: event-episodic coverage, which focused 
on current events, and exemplar-episodic coverage, which focused on specific people or 
events as illustrative examples of an issue. Exemplar-episodic coverage most closely 
aligns with Iyengar’s (1987) definition of episodic coverage, and because event-episodic 
coverage differed vastly from this definition and serves a different purpose in journalism, 
a distinction was made between the two. Table 1 shows the three types of framing and 
provides examples of each. Event-episodic articles might focus on a town hall meeting on 
how to increase access to treatment while exemplar-episodic articles might focus on one 
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family’s struggle with the epidemic in a rural town to illustrate the lack of access to 
treatment. Thematic articles, by contrast, would discuss the trend of lack of access to 
healthcare in Appalachia or across the country, perhaps by using statistics.  
Table 1 
 
Type of Framing 
Framing type Description Example 
Event-episodic 
    Focuses on current 
    events related to the 
    epidemic and provides 
    details only on those 
    events 
 
      Town hall meeting on 
      how to increase access 
      to treatment 
     
 
Exemplar-episodic 
    Focuses on people or 
    events that serve as 
    illustrative examples of 
    some facet of the  
    epidemic 
 
      One family’s 
      experience with opioids 
      and seeking treatment 
      in a rural town  
 
Thematic 
    Focuses on trends in the 
    opioid epidemic  
      Statistics on the lack of  
      access to treatment  
      across the country 
 
 A second goal of this research was to examine whether and how poverty and other 
class-related factors were discussed in coverage of Appalachia’s opioid epidemic. In 
exploring what newspapers identified as the causes, solutions, and consequences of the 
epidemic, it became clear that the answers to those questions fell into three categories: 
external, systemic, and internal. Table 2 explains each of these factors and provides 
examples of them. Factors varied greatly based on their roles as causes, solutions, and 
consequences. External factors as causes and solutions were primarily drug providers and 
regulators, but as consequences, they were typically first responders or families of drug 
users. Systemic factors as causes and solutions were often issues related to access to 
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health care, but as consequences they were government resources and communities as a 
whole. Internal factors as causes were drugs users and the life events or decisions that led 
to their drug use; as solutions, internal factors were treatment (as sought by users); and as 
consequences, they were death other health issues. Regardless, though, external factors 
related to people aside from drug users, systemic factors related to a larger, non-
individual system, and internal factors related only to drug users.  
Table 2 
 
Type of Factor 
Factor type Description Examples 
External 
     Actions by or affecting 
     individuals aside from 
     drug users  
 
         -Drug companies 
         -First responders 
         -Families of users 
 
Systemic 
     Actions by, affecting, or 
     related to non- 
     individual level factors  
 
         -Access to healthcare 
         -Poverty levels 
         -Communities 
 
Internal 
     Actions by or affecting 
     drug users  
 
         -Addiction 
         -Treatment 
         -Death 
 
RQ1: Local Framing of the Opioid Epidemic 
 The first research question examined local newspaper framing the opioid 
epidemic in Appalachia with a focus on how causes, solutions, and consequences of the 
epidemic were framed. On the whole, local coverage was event-driven and externally 
focused. The majority of articles occurred as a result of current events, and coverage 
focused on external players in the epidemic. However, there was variation in the framing 
and level of discussion of specific factors. External factors were routinely discussed in-
depth as the focus of articles and received a mix of event-episodic and thematic framing. 
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Systemic factors, by contrast, were often only briefly mentioned in articles and 
thematically framed as widespread issues for the general, albeit undefined, population. 
Internal factors, which were rare in local coverage, were often framed exemplar-
episodically, although they did receive much thematic coverage as consequences. 
Overall, then, local coverage of the causes, solutions, and consequences of the opioid 
epidemic was focused on external factors and, though varied in framing of factors, event-
based.   
RQ1a: Local framing of causes. Part one of the first research question aimed to 
examine how local newspapers framed the causes of the opioid epidemic. Cause coverage 
was primarily event-focused in local newspapers, but framing of factors themselves 
varied. External factors were the most common and received a mix of thematic and 
episodic framing. Systemic factors, which were rare, were typically briefly mentioned but 
thematically framed as general, widespread problems. Internal factors, which were even 
rarer than systemic factors, were often event- or exemplar-episodic if discussed beyond a 
brief mention. Overall, then, causes were primarily external, and framing was a mix of 
thematic and episodic. 
External causes in local newspapers were the most common. Although nearly all 
were included in event-focused articles, framing was not solely episodic. Ongoing 
external events accounted for a large portion of local cause coverage and, because of their 
ongoing nature, were framed thematically as part of a trend rather than a one-time event. 
The Charleston Gazette, for instance, published 22 articles – one-third of its total – on 
events related to drug distributors shipping millions of pain pills to small communities in 
West Virginia without alerting authorities to the suspicious orders. After the paper 
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published an investigative piece revealing companies’ “unfettered shipments” of pills to 
counties that, during the same time frame, saw increased overdoses, counties throughout 
the state filed suit against the companies (Eyre, 2016d). Therefore, any time an event 
related to the distributors occurred, such as another county filing suit, a company settling, 
a company arguing it did no wrong, and the like, the Charleston Gazette reported on it. 
Although articles were based on events, they often contained detailed, thematic 
discussion of the companies, their past wrongdoings, their ongoing shipments, and other 
details that showed the actions were not isolated events but continuing issues. Similarly, 
the Knoxville News Sentinel devoted one-fourth of its coverage – seven articles – to 
events surrounding the closure of a fraudulent pain clinic in Maryville, Tennessee, and 
the prosecution of the employees who worked there. These articles were similarly 
published as events occurred, such as when individuals gave testimonies or an employee 
was sentenced. Although some of these were episodically focused only on the Maryville 
pill mill case and the event that spurred the article, many others noted trends in the case, 
such as medical professionals’ long-held overprescribing and the abundance of pill mills 
that, since the early 2000s, have fed the opioid epidemic. These ongoing events that 
received thematic coverage comprised a large amount of local cause coverage, resulting 
in an abundance of thematically framed external causes.  
However, it should be noted that most external events not related to drug 
distributors or pill mills were covered episodically. A Knoxville News Sentinel article on 
the prosecution of a woman who ran a pill mill in Tennessee, for instance, only focused 
on the woman, her actions, and what the judge said about her case; discussion of pill 
mills in general as causes of the epidemic was absent from the article (Satterfield, 2016d). 
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Similarly, a Charleston Gazette article on a man who sold heroin that resulted in over 20 
overdoses in one day focused on the man, his actions, and the punishment he received 
(White, 2016). There was no discussion of drug dealers as a group and their prevalence in 
West Virginia. Such events were infrequent compared to the ongoing events but resulted 
in event-episodic external cause coverage.  
Systemic factors, by contrast, were uncommon and typically briefly mentioned in 
articles rather than being the focus of them. Although most systemic factors were framed 
thematically as widespread or ongoing issues, they were not discussed beyond a brief 
mention. For instance, a Knoxville News Sentinel article focused on the rise of drug-
related heart infections said one complication in treating patients’ addictions was that 
“many facilities are cash-only or require insurance, which prevents a lot of people from 
accessing services” (Nelson & Fletcher, 2017, para. 36). The issue of access to treatment 
was framed as a widespread issue affecting “a lot of people,” but it was only briefly 
mentioned before the article returned to analyzing the broader issue of heart infections. 
Similarly, another Knoxville News Sentinel article on Tennessee’s decision to make 
naloxone available without a prescription noted at the end that “only 4 percent of 
Tennessee adults who needed addiction treatment in 2014 received services” (Nelson, 
2016k, para. 13). Again, lack of access was framed as a widespread issue throughout the 
state, but this reference to lack of access was the last sentence in the article and thus 
received no further discussion. Such brief inclusion was common regardless of the 
systemic factor. For instance, Charleston Gazette articles on distributors quickly noted 
the state Board of Pharmacy’s failure to enforce regulations of drug distributors and 
pharmacies for years before returning to discussion of the companies (Eyre, 2016d), 
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attributing some systemic responsibility to a systemic failure in regulation but only 
briefly noting the factor. Similarly, Knoxville News Sentinel articles on the Maryville pill 
mill frequently noted that a loophole in state law allowed pill mills to flourish or that 
weak punishments for “drug dealers in lab coats” compared to street dealers contributed 
to the continuation of pill mills (Satterfield, 2016f, para. 5). These articles likewise 
framed government and legal systems as responsible for the ongoing pill mills issues, but 
they were only briefly noted as general issues before returning to the focus of the article. 
Specific mentions of poverty – the few times they occurred – were similarly brief and 
thematic in nature. Some Charleston Gazette articles on drug distributors, for instance, 
described affected communities as “the poorest and most drug-ravaged county” (Eyre, 
2017d, para. 1) or “rural and poor” (Eyre, 2016d, para. 3), and a Knoxville News Sentinel 
article on a town hall meeting said the surgeon general’s priorities included expanding 
access to addiction treatment, “especially among the poor and uninsured” (Nelson, 2016c, 
para. 7). In such instances, poverty was used as an adjective, and its role in the epidemic 
was not explained. Indeed, only two articles explicitly state how poverty contributed to 
the epidemic. Two Knoxville News Sentinel articles on town hall meetings noted that 
poverty rates, which were a result of Appalachia’s declining economy, made drugs look 
attractive to those looking for escape (Nelson, 2016a, 2016b). Even then, however, the 
mention of poverty was brief and lacked further discussion. As a whole, then, systemic 
factors were thematically framed as general issues for the state or some undefined 
population, but they typically lacked detail.  
Internal causes were even less common than systemic ones. Most often, they were 
framed episodically as an explanation of how someone became addicted. Articles where 
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this occurred were typically event-episodic and briefly mentioned the person and the 
reason for his or her addiction, such as when a Charleston Gazette article on President 
Barack Obama signing the 21st Century Cures Act to fund opioid treatment noted that a 
young woman “became addicted after a sexual assault” (Miller, 2016, para. 5) and later 
that a “running injury led to an infection that sent her to the hospital for surgery” (para. 
9). Similarly, a Knoxville News Sentinel article on a veteran who threatened a doctor to 
give him opiates said the veteran’s addiction stemmed from stress in the military 
(Satterfield, 2017d). Other articles were exemplar-episodic and took in-depth looks at a 
specific drug user. One Charleston Gazette article, for instance, followed a man’s life 
from being addicted to becoming a lawyer (Wells, 2016); another focused on women at a 
recovery center in West Virginia (Beck, 2017b). Such articles were rare but focused 
entirely on drug users, what led to their addiction, and how they fixed the situation. As a 
result, users themselves were often inadvertently framed as the cause of addiction and the 
opioid epidemic. Overall, though, internal causes were relatively rare and brief in local 
coverage.  
In sum, local newspapers primarily framed external factors as the causes of the 
opioid epidemic. Although articles themselves were event-based, framing of individual 
factors was varied. External factors were event-episodic if they were not ongoing events. 
Systemic factors were thematically framed but done so in a brief, non-specific way. 
Internal factors were rare but framed event- or exemplar-episodically. Regardless, 
external factors were the most abundant and afforded the most focus and discussion.  
RQ1b: Local framing of solutions. The second part of the first research question 
examined how local newspapers framed the solutions of the opioid epidemic. As with 
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cause coverage, external factors were the most abundant, but framing was primarily 
thematic, which differed from the mixed framing of external causes. Also different from 
cause coverage was the prevalence of systemic factors. These factors were not only 
included more frequently but also occasionally discussed more in-depth than they were as 
causes, though many were still only briefly mentioned. Regardless, systemic factors were 
again framed thematically as solutions to widespread problems. Internal factors were 
again rare and primarily exemplar-episodically framed. Overall, then, local solutions 
coverage was both more thematic and more equally distributed among external and 
systemic factors. 
Local coverage of solutions was, like cause coverage, predominantly external. 
External solutions were typically covered as they occurred – such as when a state 
organization announced it would distribute thousands of drug disposal kits or a lawmaker 
called on Congress to increase funding for the opioid epidemic. Although coverage was 
focused on events, solutions were often framed as answers to general, widespread 
problems. A Charleston Gazette article on the state’s announcement that it would hand 
out thousands of drug disposal kits, for instance, framed the kits as a solution to the 600 
West Virginia residents who die each year from drug overdoses and the general 
overprescribing of opioid drugs (Eyre, 2016p). Despite the article being primarily 
focused on the announcement of the solution, how the kits worked, and how they would 
be distributed, the solution was framed as a response to the increase of deaths statewide 
rather than a solution to a specific incident in the state. Many local articles followed this 
trend, such as a Charleston Gazette article on the opening of a private needle exchange 
that highlighted the increased rates of hepatitis B and C in West Virginia, framing the 
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new needle exchange as a solution to a growing statewide problem (Beck, 2016a). An 
Ashland Daily Independent article on a local organization receiving a grant for continued 
prevention and treatment of opioid addiction framed the grant as a solution to the 
increasing overdose deaths, saying “Every day, approximately 91 Americas die from an 
opioid-related overdose” (Adkins, 2017, para. 4). Thematic coverage of event-based 
solutions was especially common in articles related to the ongoing external events in 
states. Knoxville News Sentinel articles on the Maryville pill mill, for instance, often were 
published when a specific employee at the pill mill received a sentence or gave a 
testimony. However, articles noted that all medical providers, not just the ones in the 
Maryville case, must face harsher punishments and stop their fraudulent behavior to curb 
the epidemic. “In East Tennessee,” an article said,” where opiate addiction is rampant, 
federal prosecutors are taking an aggressive approach to using drug conspiracy laws 
against medical providers. Breakthrough was the first instance, but not the last” 
(Satterfield, 2016c, para. 26). Many others noted ongoing and future efforts to 
aggressively hold all medical providers responsible for the addiction they cause by giving 
them punishments equal to what street dealers would receive. Similarly, Charleston 
Gazette articles on drug distributors tended to focus on one county suing the companies 
for the economic impact their unscrupulous shipping habits had on the county. However, 
articles framed the solutions as answers to ongoing issues that impacted both the counties 
and the state over a 5-year period. Additionally, many also noted the need to impose 
higher fines on the companies, saying “The epidemic rages because the fines and 
suspensions imposed by the DEA do not change the conduct of the wholesale distributor 
industry” (Eyre, 2017g, para. 17). Such discussions placed the solution in a larger 
 49 
context, framing it as a response to ongoing issues that affect entire states and the country 
as a whole. Overall, then, external solutions were framed thematically as responses to 
widespread, ongoing issues.  
 Although not as common as external factors, systemic factors were included 
somewhat frequently in solutions coverage, particularly compared to cause coverage. 
Most systemic solutions were framed thematically, but the amount of discussion varied. 
Only articles focused on an event directly related to a systemic factor offered any 
discussion of that factor beyond a brief mention – though the discussion was still limited 
compared to that of external factors. A Charleston Gazette article on a new treatment 
center, for instance, included discussion of the lack of access to addiction treatment, 
highlighting statistics that showed “most people who need treatment don’t get it” (Beck, 
2017d, para. 19). A Knoxville News Sentinel article similarly noted the general lack of 
access to treatment in covering Tennessee’s decision to make naloxone available without 
a prescription, adding that the decision increases access for “those who may not have the 
time or funds to visit a doctor for a prescription” (Nelson, 2016k, para. 7). Another 
Knoxville News Sentinel article on a Virginia town hall meeting regarding the opioid 
epidemic in Appalachia discussed the small percentage of adults who received addiction 
treatment and the long waits for treatment in Tennessee before noting telemedicine and 
Medicaid expansion as solutions (Nelson, 2016b). These articles focused on events 
directly related to the systemic factors of access to treatment, resulting in deeper 
discussion of the systemic factors. Moreover, they discussed solutions as benefiting 
“most people,” therefore thematically framing the solutions as answers to widespread 
problems. However, the lack of discussion systemic factors received as causes was still 
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prevalent in solutions coverage. A Knoxville News Sentinel article on a town hall meeting 
in Knox County, for instance, briefly noted that one of the surgeon general’s main 
priorities was to “expand access to addiction treatment, especially among the poor and 
uninsured” (Nelson, 2016c, para. 7). The article did not discuss how this would be done 
or why the solution was needed, but rather stated it as a brief, general solution. Similarly, 
an Ashland Daily Independent article on a new grant to combat the epidemic said the 
grant would help “expand treatment and enhance ongoing work to prevent substance 
abuse” (Health and Family Services, 2017, para. 6) without explaining how or why 
expansion was necessary. A Charleston Gazette article on the increase of crime as a 
result of the opioid epidemic quoted a police officer at the end of the article saying “In 
my opinion, there needs to be more treatment facilities” (Sabella, 2017b, para. 26), again 
failing to explain why the solution was needed or would help end the opioid epidemic. 
Such brief, unexplained inclusion was particularly common of poverty coverage, which 
was again rare and often used as an adjective rather than an opportunity for solutions. The 
Knoxville News Sentinel article on a town hall meeting that said expanding access to 
treatment, “especially among the poor and uninsured,” did not explain why poverty 
mattered but rather used it to describe a general group of people (Nelson, 2016c, para. 7). 
Similarly, a Charleston Gazette article on the opening of a new treatment facility said the 
facility seeks to provide addiction treatment for all people, “regardless of their ability to 
pay” (Beck, 2017d, para. 26). Such mentions of both poverty were broad and discussed as 
helping an undefined but widespread population, which resulted in thematic framing. 
Overall, then, although systemic factors were more common in solutions coverage and 
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received more discussion as solutions than as causes, they were still often only briefly 
mentioned and lacking in detail.  
As with causes, internal solutions were the least common and primarily only 
occurred in exemplar-episodic articles focused on drug users who took responsibility for 
their addiction and sought treatment. The Charleston Gazette article about the OxyContin 
addict-turned-drug counselor, for instance, focused on her personal efforts and 
“perseverance” to turn her life around (Eyre, 2017k, para. 26). This personal 
responsibility was reinforced when the woman said, “[My friend] died the day she got out 
of drug court. She chose to go back to those drugs” (para. 15). Another Charleston 
Gazette article that followed women at a treatment facility did much the same, 
emphasizing that the women chose to seek treatment in order to return to their regular 
lives (Beck, 2017b). A quote from an employee further reaffirmed the importance of the 
women taking responsibility for their treatment, saying, “I can’t want it for them” (para. 
25). A few other articles, primarily event-based ones, overtly framed drug users as the 
solution by saying they should be cautious and reach out for help. A Knoxville News 
Sentinel article on the increase of fentanyl, for instance, said users should avoid drugs 
from illegal sources and seek help to end their dependency (Nelson, 2016g). Such articles 
were more thematic in their framing, applying the internal solution to all users. However, 
on the whole, internal solutions were rare compared to external and systemic ones and 
were typically episodically framed.  
Overall, then, local solutions coverage was more equally focused on both external 
and systemic factors. Even though solutions coverage was again event-based, both factors 
were typically framed thematically as solutions to statewide or even nationwide 
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problems. However, the tendency to include external factors more frequently and more 
in-depth still held true in local solutions coverage, resulting in an emphasis on external 
solutions of systemic ones.  
RQ1c: Local framing of consequences. The final part of the first research 
question aimed to examine how local newspapers framed of the consequences of the 
opioid epidemic. Local consequence coverage was nearly the opposite of cause and 
solutions coverage: external and systemic factors were rare while internal factors (namely 
death) were abundant. External factors, when included, were briefly mentioned but 
thematically framed as affecting the general population. Systemic consequences, which 
were slightly more common than external ones, received moderately more discussion but 
were similarly thematically framed as general consequences. Internal factors, by contrast, 
were included in nearly all local articles but received a mix of framing, with many brief 
and thematic but others detailed and episodic.  
External consequences were rare in local coverage. However, when included, 
most were mentioned briefly but thematically. A Charleston Gazette article on the DEA’s 
decision to cut opioid prescriptions, for instance, said the drug epidemic “has swept up 
hundreds of thousands of people and left family members mourning the loss of their 
loved ones,” framing the consequence as one that affects users’ families and people in 
general (Brown, 2016a, para. 14). A Knoxville News Sentinel article on a grant to provide 
naloxone to law enforcement mentioned that the drug can “save not only civilian lives, 
but potentially those of first responders accidentally exposed to opioid drugs,” similarly 
applying the consequences to first responders as a whole and not a specific county’s first 
responders (Nelson, 2016d, para. 7). Similarly, an Ashland Daily Independent article on 
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the increase of fentanyl similarly noted that “first responders are already working around 
the clock” and will be “even more overstretched in a new strain of fentanyl potent enough 
to resist Narcan” enters the epidemic, again framing the consequence as affecting all first 
responders, regardless of county or state (Adkins, 2017b, para. 15–16). Many Charleston 
Gazette articles on drug distributors similarly briefly mentioned taxpayers as shouldering 
the costs of the drug distributors’ ongoing shipments, noting that “tax dollars are being 
used to keep someone in jail” (Schmitz, 2017a, para. 9) or that taxpayers had to pay for 
increased law enforcement, litter cleanup and more (Eyre, 2016f; 2017b). Taxpayers were 
therefore framed as shouldering consequences of ongoing actions, not isolated events. 
Overall, then, external consequences were uncommon and typically briefly but 
thematically mentioned.  
 Although still infrequent, systemic consequences were slightly more common and 
in-depth than external consequences, with more detailed examples of how communities, 
resources, and more have been affected by the epidemic. Many Charleston Gazette 
articles on drug distributors, for instance, mentioned the economic and social costs 
communities bore as a result of the distributors’ actions and the epidemic, describing how 
“stampedes” of pharmacy customers left towns with more crime, litter, traffic, and 
general “catastrophic damage” (Eyre, 2017f, para. 14–19) resulting in “once-thriving 
communities now laid waste” (Eyre, 2016f, para. 3) and strained judicial, health, and 
government resources (Eyre, 2016h). Consequences were framed as widespread and the 
result of distributors’ years-long actions, making them thematic, and although they were 
not the focus of the article, they did receive a fair amount of discussion and detail. 
Similarly, a Knoxville News Sentinel on drug-related heart infections focused on the 
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consequences to hospitals, saying “return patients strain community hospitals, which will 
call larger hospitals for help, straining those resources” (Nelson & Fletcher, 2017, para. 
28). Such discussion explained the deeper, thematic effects of the opioid epidemic on 
local and federal resources. A Charleston Gazette article on U.S. Senator Bernie Sanders’ 
visit to McDowell County, one of the poorest in the nation, detailed how drug addiction 
has caused McDowell and other small communities in the state to lose residents, resulting 
in closed businesses, a struggling economy, and a deteriorated county (Schmitz, 2017b). 
As with the others, the article provided more detailed, thematic discussion of the 
epidemic’s systemic consequences on small communities throughout the state. However, 
poverty was never discussed as a consequence, even in articles such as the one on Senator 
Sanders that noted the poverty in counties and the additional struggles they faced as a 
result of the epidemic. This article and many others often noted economic costs to 
communities, but they never discussed how the communities’ existing poverty would be 
exacerbated by the epidemic. Therefore, although discussions of systemic consequences 
were slightly more frequent and detailed than external consequences, they were rare and 
brief, and all still lacked forward-looking, class-focused discussion.  
Internal consequences, by comparison, were abundant in local coverage. Thematic 
framing of these internal factors was the most common, with articles broadly noting that 
the opioid epidemic had resulted in hundreds of deaths, overdoses, viral infections, or 
more for communities, states, or the country at large. A Charleston Gazette article on a 
new treatment center, for instance, noted that “drug overdose deaths continue to increase 
in West Virginia,” with 629 in 2014, 731 in 2015 and 818 in 2016 (Beck, 2017d, para. 
22). A Knoxville News Sentinel article on drug dealers being charged noted that “140 
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Knox County residents have died from opiate overdoses this year so far, compared to half 
that number in all of 2015” (Satterfield, 2016e, para. 17). A Charleston Gazette article on 
a meeting to discuss harm reduction efforts noted the increase in HIV and hepatitis C 
cases in various Appalachian states (Beck, 2017e). Several articles focused entirely on 
internal consequences as a trend, such as the Ashland Daily Independent’s piece, “Drug 
overdose deaths climb high in Boyd County in 2016” (Adkins, 2017a) or the Charleston 
Gazette’s story, “WV drug OD deaths soared above 840 in 2016” (Eyre, 2017n). 
Regardless of whether internal factors were the focus of articles or simply mentioned, 
though, they were typically reported thematically. 
However, it is important to note that many local articles also reported internal 
consequences episodically – more so than for any other type of consequence. Most of 
these were a result of event-episodic coverage. A Knoxville News Sentinel article on 
students overdosing at school reported the event as an isolated incident, failing to note the 
trend of overdoses among teens or people throughout the country (Nelson, 2016h). A 
Charleston Gazette article on a girl’s death as a result of a hospital miscommunication 
focused only on the girl; deaths as a result of hospital miscommunication for the country 
were not included (White, 2017b). Most Knoxville News Sentinel articles on the 
Maryville pill mill similarly failed to note the thematic reach of internal deaths, often 
mentioning a few individuals who died as a result of the pill mill employees’ prescribing 
but failing to broaden the conversation to the many deaths that occur as a result of pill 
mills and the epidemic. Moreover, the few exemplar-episodic articles in local coverage 
similarly only discussed internal consequences for the one or two individuals featured in 
the articles, focusing on how their lives changed as a result of their addiction. Therefore, 
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internal consequences were the most common, and although most were framed 
thematically, many were framed episodically, as well. 
Altogether, local consequence coverage was internally focused and thematically 
framed. Such findings are relatively unsurprising given the natural tendency for 
journalists to use death rates to demonstrate the importance of a health issue. When 
included, external and systemic consequences were also thematically framed by 
discussing the factors as widespread consequences affecting an entire state. Thematic 
framing, then, was typical of local consequence coverage.  
RQ2: Elite Framing of the Opioid Epidemic 
 The second research question examined elite framing of the opioid epidemic’s 
causes, solutions, and consequences. In general, elite articles were both more thematic 
and more exemplar-episodic. Current events were typically covered as part of a trend 
rather than as a one-time event, resulting in more thematic coverage. Many other articles 
took in-depth looks at specific people or places and their experiences with the opioid 
epidemic, resulting in more exemplar-episodic coverage. Although framing was different 
from local, emphasis on external factors was not. External factors were again the most 
common in elite coverage, often being discussed in-depth and thematically. Systemic 
factors, by contrast, were rare; however, when included, they were often discussed in-
depth and framed exemplar-episodically. Internal factors were similarly less common 
than external ones, but compared to local coverage, they were much more common in 
elite newspapers, primarily because of the larger amount of person-focused, exemplar-
episodic coverage in elite outlets. Overall, then, elite framing was both more thematic and 
more exemplar-episodic, but it still emphasized external factors the most in coverage.  
 57 
RQ2a: Elite framing of causes. The first part of the second research question 
examined how elite papers framed the causes of the opioid epidemic. Elite cause 
coverage was, like local cause coverage, varied in its framing, but in different ways than 
in local outlets. External causes, which were the most abundant, were typically thematic, 
with articles focusing on trends even if the article was event- or exemplar-based. 
Systemic factors, by contrast, were less frequent but typically discussed in-depth in 
exemplar-episodic articles. Internal factors, though uncommon, were more frequent in 
elite coverage than in local but were similarly framed exemplar-episodically. Taken as a 
whole, elite cause coverage was primarily external but varied in framing.  
External factors were the most common in elite cause coverage, with drug dealers, 
medical providers, drug companies, and others receiving the majority of coverage. These 
factors were almost always thematic, regardless of whether the article was event-based. A 
New York Times article, for instance, used a scene of Customs and Border Protection 
looking for drugs in Arizona as a way to frame drug traffickers as causes of the opioid 
epidemic (Santos, 2017). The article was focused on the scene as an exemplar, but it 
framed it thematically by saying, “Last year, Customs and Border Protection agents 
seized more than 930 pounds of heroin in Arizona” (Santos, 2017, para. 4) and that 
“much of the heroin that enters this country comes in cars … strapped to the thighs, 
crotches and chests of Mexicans and Americans who cross between the two countries” 
(Santos, 2017, para. 5). The discussion of the large amounts of heroin crossing the border 
broadens the article and places the scene in the context of a larger trend. Similarly, a 
Washington Post story on a batch of heroin that led to 60 overdoses in Ohio and Indiana 
discussed the trend of drug dealers cutting their heroin with synthetic drugs to stretch the 
 58 
supply and provided details on several other cities that saw large amounts of overdoses in 
a short time frame (Mettler, 2016). A New York Times article about Ohio suing drug 
makers for their role in the opioid crisis discussed other states that have sued drug 
manufacturers and distributors and explained how drug manufacturers’ ongoing false 
advertising of their drugs contributed to the epidemic (Pérez-Peña, 2017). A Washington 
Post article on a pill mill doctor who prescribed thousands of opioids in Michigan stated 
that “more than 1 in 3 American adults, or 35 percent, were given painkiller prescriptions 
by medical providers last year,” broadening the discussion to show medical providers’ 
general role in the opioid epidemic (Guerra, 2016, para. 25) Therefore, articles typically 
placed events or people in a broader context, resulting in primarily thematic external 
cause coverage that focused on the external cause and therefore discussed it in-depth 
Systemic factors were less common than external ones, as was the case in local 
coverage. However, whereas local newspapers briefly but thematically included systemic 
factors, elite newspapers often discussed them in-depth in exemplar-episodic coverage. 
The New York Times, for instance, published an article that sought to show how the 
opioid epidemic was affecting rural communities by following a family in rural Ohio 
(Healy, 2017a). The article detailed the family’s lack of access to care through scene-
setting description:   
It was a rainy Wednesday, 9 a.m. Time for the half-hour drive to take the younger 
Roger to the probation office, then a half-hour more to take him to his drug 
treatment clinic. The younger Roger’s driver’s license had been revoked, so this 
was now the routine. And, experts say, it is part of what makes addiction 
treatment so complicated in rural areas: Counseling centers and doctors who can 
prescribe addiction-treating medications are often an hour’s drive away, in 
communities with little public transportation (Healy, 2017a, para. 21–22).  
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Although the article noted that rural areas in general face a lack of access, the article 
primarily focused on the family and lacked any specific discussion of access as a trend, 
making the frame primarily episodic. Similarly, a Washington Post article on 
telemedicine as a solution to rural opioid addiction began by highlighting one doctor and 
his town’s lack of access to treatment:  
Robert Devereaux is a family physician in this southwest corner of Virginia, 
where problems surrounding prescription opioid use far outstrip the capacity of 
psychiatrists and addiction specialists to treat them. When he found crushed 
fragments of painkiller pills inside the nose of an older patient with chronic back 
pain, the most Devereaux could do was refuse to prescribe more. “There are a lot 
of patients in denial … It’s a lot of families that have suffered horribly from this,” 
he said, sitting in his one-story clinic in the small town of Pearisburg (Luthra, 
2016, para. 1–2). 
 
The article continued with various examples of the town’s lack of access, such as the 24-
mile drive required to access the nearest mental health clinic or the high costs for 
treatment patients in the town can face even with insurance coverage. However, all 
examples applied only to the town of Pearisburg; there was no thematic discussion of 
other towns that face similar problems or statistics on access to health care in general. 
Another Washington Post article focused on an Ohio town’s grappling with the opioid 
epidemic, noting that the people in the town “are trying to survive an epidemic of self-
destruction in small-town and rural America,” (Achenbach, 2016b, para. 8). Again, this 
sentence aimed to show how the opioid epidemic affects rural communities across the 
country, but the article’s focus on one community ultimately resulted in episodic framing.  
 When systemic factors were not part of exemplar-episodic coverage, they 
followed local coverage patterns of being briefly mentioned as descriptors of what people 
or places are most affected by the opioid epidemic. Poverty often fell into this category, 
being used thematically as an adjective to describe people affected by the epidemic but 
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never being explained beyond a brief mention. A Washington Post story on the increase 
of heroin use among young, white men, for instance, noted that men “with lower 
education and income levels” faced the sharpest increase, noting these factors as causes 
but not explaining how they function in the epidemic (Bever, 2017, para. 2). Another 
Washington Post story on the increase in overdose calls in Louisville, Tennessee, stated, 
“Multiple factors are converging to produce this corrosion of American health. Foremost 
is an epidemic of opioid and heroin overdoses that has been particularly devastating in 
working-class and rural communities,” (Andrews, 2017, para. 6). The factors or class and 
rurality were briefly mentioned to show that Louisville’s struggle with the opioid 
epidemic was part of a trend of similarly low-class, rural communities’ struggles; 
however, the importance of these factors in the epidemic was not discussed. Similarly, a 
New York Times article on how drug-addicted newborns impacted rural hospitals said 
“rural infants and their mothers were more likely to be poorer and to rely on public 
insurance” (Saint Louis, 2016, para. 21). Poverty was used to describe the mothers as 
“poor,” but its significance in the epidemic was not discussed. Therefore, although many 
systemic factors were detailed and episodic, several others, particularly those related to 
poverty or class, were thematic but brief and lacking in relevance.  
As with local papers, internal factors were the least common. However, elite 
papers tended to include “real people” sources more often than local coverage, resulting 
in more internal factors overall. Most factors were included briefly as descriptors when 
articles noted life events that led to peoples’ addictions, such as anorexia, surgery, or the 
death of a child. However, several were examined more in-depth in exemplar-episodic 
coverage. For instance, a New York Times article on a young Massachusetts woman’s 
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struggle with heroin addiction focused on the start of the woman’s addiction and her 
struggles to stay clean (Seelye, 2017). Similarly, another New York Times article on one 
man’s experience in therapy for his heroin addiction described his start with drugs and his 
experience in therapy (Medina, 2017). These articles, which focused not only on what led 
to a users’ addiction but also how he or she sought to fix it, framed both life events and 
users themselves as to blame for their addiction. Such exemplar-episodic articles were 
more common in elite outlets than local ones, resulting in more internal causes in elite 
outlets, although a still relatively small amount compared to external and systemic 
causes.  
As a whole, elite cause coverage was externally focused but varied in its framing. 
External causes were typically thematically framed, but the less-abundant systemic and 
internal causes were framed exemplar-episodically. Regardless, emphasis was placed 
most prominently on external causes.  
RQ2b: Elite framing of solutions. In general, solutions were less abundant in 
elite newspapers than in local ones; articles seemed to focus more on causes than on 
solutions to those or other causes. External solutions were still the most common, but 
they were typically briefly mentioned as thematic solutions to a widespread problem. 
Systemic solutions were rare and varied in their framing but generally lacked much detail 
or discussion. Internal solutions were, as with causes, relatively infrequent and typically 
the result of exemplar-episodic coverage. Overall, then, elite solutions coverage was 
primarily external and a mix of thematic and episodic framing.  
Elite solutions were primarily external and thematically framed. However, 
whereas much of external solutions coverage in local papers focused specifically on the 
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solutions as events, elite coverage most frequently briefly discussed or mentioned 
solutions in articles focused on a particular cause or trend of the epidemic. A Washington 
Post article on the increase of fentanyl in Kentucky, for instance, focused entirely on the 
drug, its rising prevalence, and the consequences of that increase before stating at the end 
that “the police department will be adding 150 officers and two new detective squads 
specifically dedicated to crimes involving narcotics” (Andrews, 2017, para. 14). Another 
Post article on the increase of carfentanil in the opioid epidemic similarly focused on the 
drug and its many consequences for both users and police before noting at the end, “To 
fight the spread of carfentanil, police have been cracking down on drug dealers” 
(Hermann, 2017, para. 31). A New York Times article on drug traffickers in Arizona 
devoted the majority of the article to setting a specific scene between a trafficker and 
enforcement official at the border before noting that preventing drugs from entering the 
country and “taking down the organization from the bottom all the way to the top” was an 
important solution (Santos, 2017, para. 7). In addition to these specific external solutions, 
many articles in elite newspapers thematically detailed a problem – such as increased 
deaths or heroin use – and then vaguely said that someone should do something about it. 
For instance, a Washington Post article that used Prince’s death to discuss the growing 
opioid epidemic, which affected Appalachian states the most, said, “Prince’s death has 
already drawn attention to the problem. The question for candidates at every level of 
government is how it can be fixed,” (Bump, 2016, para. 7). The article identified 
lawmakers as responsible for solving the epidemic but failed to discuss any specific 
solutions. Similarly, another Washington Post article examined how opioid deaths 
differed by geographic region, with certain regions being affected by heroin and others 
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facing more deaths from synthetic opioids. “For policymakers,” the article said at the end, 
“this may mean that solving the problem will similarly require a more nuanced basket of 
solutions than a blanket ‘war on drugs,’” again vaguely identifying lawmakers as the 
solution (Ingraham, 2016a, para. 14). Another Washington Post article noted that the 
increase of preventable deaths as a result of the opioid epidemic indicated that “many 
more lives can be saved through use of prevention and treatment available today,” 
suggesting that people in general should focus on prevention and treatment as solutions 
(Sun, 2016a, para. 13). Overall, many external solutions were briefly noted or discussed 
in thematic articles, framing the solutions as answers to widespread problems or trends 
but limiting discussion of that solution. This could be the result of the outlets serving 
national audiences and therefore taking a broader view of the opioid epidemic and the 
solutions to the widespread problems. Regardless, though, external solutions were 
thematic but brief.  
Even less frequent and more lacking in discussion were systemic solutions. 
Despite somewhat frequent and detailed discussion of systemic factors as causes, their 
coverage as solutions was lacking. Many articles failed to explicitly identify systemic 
solutions or even the need for solutions to systemic problems. The New York Times 
article on an Ohio farming family’s struggle with the opioid epidemic, for instance, 
described the family’s hour-long drives to treatment and probation facilities, which the 
article identified as a major issue in the rural opioid epidemic, but it never noted solutions 
to lack of access or even mentioned the need for expanded access to treatment (Healy, 
2017a). Similarly, a New York Times article on the opioid epidemic in rural Utah (as part 
of a story on the opioid epidemic around the country) described various ways access to 
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treatment in the state is limited, including the fact that “the main detox center is the 
county jail” and that the “lone doctor licensed to prescribe one addiction-treating drug 
has a waiting list” (Healy, 2017b, para. 3). Again, though, these problems had no 
proposed solutions and were never identified as in need of a solution. A Washington Post 
article on the increase of heroin use among young, white men of low education and 
income levels never addressed the significance of education or income in heroin use or 
suggested increasing education and income levels as solutions (Bever, 2017). The few 
times systemic solutions were explicitly stated, their framing and length of discussion 
varied. A Washington Post article on telemedicine as a solution to access in rural areas 
described the problem and solution in-depth, but it did so episodically, with a focus on 
one town and its struggles with access (Luthra, 2016). Others briefly noted general 
systemic solutions. A New York Times article on Congress’s approval of funding for 
opioid treatment, for instance, mentioned that funding would help expand access to 
treatment (Steinhauer & Tavernise, 2016). Likewise, a Washington Post article said the 
reliance on opioids to treat pain could be fixed by changing the medical reimbursement 
system to include non-opioid treatment options for pain, such as physical therapy and 
counseling (Achenbach, 2016a). Such articles thematically framed the solutions as 
answers to general, widespread issues but failed to discuss them beyond a brief mention. 
Two articles, both on the Affordable Care Act, discussed systemic factors thematically 
and in-depth, discussing how people across the country and particularly in states hard-hit 
by the opioid epidemic had received addiction and mental health treatment as a result of 
the ACA and Medicaid expansion (Seelye & Goodnough, 2017) and how repealing the 
ACA would limit access, particularly for poor people in rural areas (Zezima & Ingraham, 
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2017). Therefore, when included, systemic factors were varied in coverage, and the main 
trend was a lack of inclusion or discussion of these factors as solutions.  
 As with local coverage, most internal solutions were the result of exemplar-
episodic coverage that focused on individuals and their responsibility for seeking 
treatment. The New York Times article that followed a young Massachusetts woman’s 
struggle with heroin addiction, for instance, focused on the woman’s decision to enter 
detox and her previous, unsuccessful, efforts to stay clean (Seelye, 2017). The New York 
Times article on the Ohio farming family similarly focused on the children’s drug use and 
their efforts to stay clean (Healy, 2017a). Personal responsibility was further emphasized 
when one child said, “I’ve done enough to disgrace our name. I want to do everything I 
can to mend it” (para. 30), framing him as responsible for solving his issues and at fault 
for his addiction. Such exemplar-episodic and person-focused coverage was somewhat 
common in elite coverage, but internal solutions were still infrequent compared to 
external factors.    
 Overall, elite solutions coverage was similar to cause coverage in its emphasis on 
external factors and its varied framing. External solutions were thematically framed, 
internal solutions were exemplar-episodically framed, and systemic solutions were so 
rare there were not any trends in their framing. Generally, then, the main theme in elite 
solutions coverage was a focus on external solutions and an overall lack of solutions 
coverage and discussion.  
RQ2c: Elite framing of consequences. Elite consequence coverage was similar 
to local consequence coverage in that it, too, focused heavily on internal consequences 
and rarely included external or systemic ones. However, external factors were often 
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discussed more in-depth than systemic ones, and both were thematically framed as 
general, widespread consequences. Internal factors followed local trends of being both 
thematically and episodically framed but abundant regardless.  
Elite coverage of external consequences was similar to local coverage in its 
infrequency and thematic framing, but it was often more in-depth, with articles focusing 
directly on consequences rather than briefly mentioning them. A Washington Post article 
on how increased overdoses forced police offers to take on new roles and an increased 
workload, for instance, focused entirely on how police in states across the nation have 
been impacted, what new roles they have taken on, and the exhaustion they have faced as 
a result, providing ample examples of increased workloads and quotes from officers that 
demonstrated their fatigue (Zezima, 2017). Another Washington Post article on how 
carfentanil’s increased presence in the opioid epidemic has affected various people 
included a section devoted to discussing how first responders were impacted by this 
trend, describing their fatigue from the large volume of calls and the increased risks of 
accidental opioid exposure (Mettler, 2016). A similar Washington Post article on heroin 
cut with carfentanil detailed the increased risks to responders, as well as their greater 
difficulty in treating overdoses, saying, “First responders are getting burned out 
answering back-to-back overdose calls … and they worry about falling ill after exposure 
while answering calls” (Hermann, 2017). Such articles set out to describe the 
consequences external groups have faced as a result of some growing aspect of the opioid 
epidemic, resulting in more detailed coverage of these factors. 
Systemic consequences, by contrast, were less frequent and less detailed than 
external ones. Most systemic factors included in elite consequence coverage were briefly 
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mentioned and thematically framed, often vaguely noting that communities have been 
ravaged by the opioid epidemic. A Washington Post article on a pill mill doctor, for 
instance, noted that the epidemic undermines communities and diminishes public safety, 
applying the consequence to all communities but failing to discuss how communities are 
affected beyond this brief mention (Guerra, 2016). A New York Times article on the 
potential repeal of the ACA similarly noted that the epidemic “continues to devastate 
communities nationwide,” thematically framing the destruction of communities but 
excluding further discussion (Seelye & Goodnough, 2017, para. 6). A Washington Post 
article on West Virginia counties suing distributors briefly noted increased costs for 
communities as a result of distributors’ ongoing actions in the state (Higham & Bernstein, 
2017c). Another on a Cherokee tribe suing distributors said Cherokee communities across 
Oklahoma were decimated and burdened with increased spending on law enforcement, 
drug treatment centers, foster and adoption programs, and more as a result of distributors’ 
ongoing actions (Higham & Bernstein, 2017a). Both of these framed the systemic 
consequences as affecting various communities due to ongoing actions, but neither 
discussed the consequences beyond noting that communities had been impacted. Indeed, 
only one thematic article discussed systemic factors more in-depth; a New York Times 
article on the increase of drug-dependent newborns focused on how this trend strained 
resources at rural hospitals by requiring more time and money (Stain Louis, 2016). 
However, the article still failed to explain the broader, long-term effects of this 
consequence on the hospitals and the already-struggling communities. Moreover, similar 
to local coverage, poverty was never included in consequences coverage, despite several 
stories noting that poorer areas and communities were most strongly impacted by the 
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epidemic. Overall, then, elite coverage of systemic consequences was not only less 
common but also less in-depth than local coverage. 
 Similar to local coverage, however, internal factors dominated consequence 
coverage. Internal consequences were again primarily thematic, with most articles, 
regardless of topic or framing, mentioning trends in death rates, overdoses, heroin use, 
and more. A New York Times article on Ohio suing drug manufacturers, for instance, 
stated that, with more than 25,000 overdose deaths in 2015, opioids “now kill more 
Americans than homicides” (Pérez-Peña, 2017, para. 5). Similarly, a Washington Post 
article on the opioid crisis’ increased discussion at political conventions mentioned that 
the epidemic “has killed thousands of people over the past decade” (Zezima, 2016, para. 
1). Another Washington Post article on an investigation into the DEA’s slowdown in 
enforcement against drug distributors repeatedly mentioned the thousands of people who 
died from overdoses over the past several years (Bernstein & Higham, 2016). Several 
articles also focused entirely on these internal trends. Washington Post articles such as 
“Life and death in the United States, in two maps” (Sun, 2016a); “Where opiates killed 
the most people in 2015” (Ingraham, 2016a); and “A staggering increase in U.S. heroin 
use has hit young, white men the hardest” (Bever, 2017), as well as New York Times 
articles such as “Amid opioid overdoses, Ohio coroner’s office runs out of room for 
bodies” (Freytas-Tamura, 2017) focused almost entirely on analyzing statistics and how 
they have changed over time. Therefore, regardless of whether internal consequences 
were mentioned in or the focus of an article, most were discussed thematically as a trend 
among counties, states, or groups of people.  
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However, as in local coverage, several internal consequences were also framed 
exemplar-episodically, portraying them as isolated events. The New York Times article on 
an Ohio farming family, for instance, mentioned that two drug users died from an 
overdose and that a third faced immense struggles and life changes as a result of his 
addiction (Healy, 2017a). Another New York Times on addiction in rural Utah described 
how a source’s family and friends died of overdose, with this individual focus being more 
prominent than the brief mention of death as a trend (Healy, 2017b). Similarly, the 
Washington Post article on the Ohio town’s grappling with the opioid epidemic led with 
descriptions of how drug users’ lives were affected by addiction and details of specific 
people who died as a result of the epidemic, focusing on these specific instances of 
individuals being affected by the epidemic with little discussion of death or changed lives 
as a trend (Achenbach, 2016b). Overall, though, internal consequences were the most 
common in elite coverage, and although most were framed thematically, several were 
framed episodically, as well.  
Altogether, elite consequence coverage was similar to local coverage in its 
emphasis on internal factors and its primarily thematic framing. The main difference 
between local and elite consequence coverage was elite’s slightly more frequent and in-
depth coverage of external consequences over systemic ones, which was the opposite of 
local patterns. Regardless, consequences were most often discussed as trends affecting 
drug users.  
RQ3: Framing of Appalachians 
The final research question examined how local and elite newspapers framed 
Appalachians in the opioid epidemic. This question aimed to determine whether framing 
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of Appalachians followed past trends of portraying them as otherworldly, uneducated, 
unrefined, or lazy (see, e.g., Carey, 2014; Comer, 2006; McNeil, 1995). Analysis 
revealed a lack of stereotypes in local newspapers but a tendency for elite outlets to 
portray Appalachia and its people as otherworldly. Whereas local newspapers focused on 
events, not people or places, elite outlets often sought to capture the epidemic’s affects in 
Appalachian towns, therefore emphasizing descriptions of people and places. These 
descriptive, exemplar-episodic articles tended to emphasize the rural, quaint aspects of 
Appalachian towns, framing them as old-fashioned and different from the rest of 
contemporary America.  
This is not entirely surprising. When elite outlets went to Appalachia, their sole 
goal in doing so was often to portray the region and its particular experiences with the 
epidemic. Local outlets never have the opportunity to do that. They are located in the 
Appalachian region, meaning they never approach a story as an outsider with the goal of 
portraying the region. Regardless, the results revealed that local outlets sought only to 
cover the opioid epidemic while elite outlets sought to cover the Appalachian opioid 
epidemic. Elite outlets’ emphasis on the Appalachian region in its coverage, however, 
resulted in stereotyping of the region and its people as otherworldly.  
RQ3a: Local framing of Appalachians. Local coverage did not stereotype 
Appalachians or the Appalachian region as a whole. Whereas elite exemplar-episodic set 
out to capture the epidemic in Appalachia, local exemplar-episodic articles – the three 
that were published–  sought only to capture the opioid epidemic. The Charleston Gazette 
article on women at a detox and recovery facility, for instance, began: 
Amanda Woodrum picks at herself. She picked at herself when she took meth. 
She would claw holes into her skin, leaving scars on her forearms. Meth can make 
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people feel like bugs are crawling all over them. And she criticizes herself when 
she thinks about the abortion she didn’t want to have at age 18. She says she was 
pressured into the decision by her family and boyfriend…Many of the women at 
Recovery Point can tell similar stories. West Virginia had the nation’s highest 
overdose death rate in 2015 (Beck, 2017b, para. 1-13).  
 
The source, Woodrum, was described solely as a drug user, and emphasis was on her 
actions and experiences, showing the article’s focus on the epidemic as a whole rather 
than the epidemic in Appalachia. Another Charleston Gazette article about a lawyer’s 
history with drugs began similarly:   
Two dates define him. They mark the end of one life, the beginning of another. 
Feb. 11, 1984, dawned warm and spectacularly sunny, perfect for a beach outing 
with friends on the white sands of Clearwater, Florida. Thirty-two years later, Ben 
Yancey looks wistfully at the pictures they took that day. He was so cocky then, 
full of himself, young and tanned, blond and muscular, like a star in a beach party 
movie. All that ended in an instant. At day’s end, buoyed by beer, he trudged 
through the sand to a nearby pier for one last plunge in the surf. He dove joyfully 
off the pier. And broke his neck. He was forever paralyzed, a quadriplegic at 22… 
Overwhelmed by despair, he found solace in opiates and morphine and the woeful 
world of the streets (Wells, 2016, para. 1-7).  
 
Again, this article contained only drug-related characteristics of Yancey and focused on 
his experience as a drug users. A final Charleston Gazette exemplar-episodic story on a 
woman who went from OxyContin addict to drug counselor followed similar patterns. It 
said:   
The letter arrived unexpectedly, dated Jan. 14, 2017, the last day of the governor’s 
term in office, and the first day Chelsea Carter could say she was no longer a 
convicted felon. “I am pleased to inform you,” the letter said, “that Gov. Early 
Ray Tomblin has granted you a full, unconditional and complete pardon relating 
to your prior convictions for nighttime burglary and conspiracy in Boone County, 
West Virginia.” … Eight years earlier, Carter sat in a jail cell after her arrest on 
charges she took part in a theft ring to pay for her drug habit. As a teenager, she 
started taking prescription painkillers. She crushed and snorted pills. Not long 
after, she was injecting OxyContin (Eyre, 2017k, para. 1-5).  
 
The only scene-setting details in this article relate to Carter’s drug use and events in her 
life surrounding that drug use. All of these articles are focused on the people and their 
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addition, not Appalachia and its addiction. Again, such findings are not entirely 
surprising but rather reveal that local outlets tend to focus on events rather than broader, 
detailed stories on the epidemic in their states or region. Regardless, local outlets did not 
stereotype Appalachians in their epidemic coverage.  
RQ3b: Elite framing of Appalachians. By contrast, elite coverage featured 
several people-focused, exemplar-episodic stories, many of which aimed to capture what 
addiction looks like in Appalachia. These stories emphasized the small-town, rural, old-
fashioned aspects of Appalachia and its people, resulting in a portrayal of Appalachia as a 
distant world, seemingly of a different era than the rest of modern America. Such framing 
was typical in how articles described communities. The Washington Post article on an 
Ohio town’s struggles with the opioid epidemic, for instance, described the town in-
depth, saying: 
Chillicothe is a historic town in a transitional landscape. To the north and west are 
fields of corn and soybeans, a classic, flat Midwestern terrain. To the south and 
east are the foothills of Appalachia, with winding country roads that, when 
crossing a stream, narrow to a single lane. … The downtown boasts vintage 
Victorian buildings. At the annual Halloween parade, thousands of people lined 
the sidewalks to applaud an hour-long stream of high school marching bands, 
firetrucks, vintage cars and hot rods… The most visible enterprise is the paper 
mill, in continuous operation since the late 19th century. Its smokestack dominates 
the city skyline … It’s a proud history – but natives say this isn’t the place they 
used to know. Back in the day, the worst thing people did was hide in a ditch and 
hurl field corn kernels at passing cars (Achenbach, 2016b, para. 19-23).  
 
These paragraphs portrayed the town as small, quaint, and rural through images of 
winding one-lane roads, vast farm fields, and small community celebrations. Combined 
with these characterizations, the discussions of the large smokestack, the Victorian 
buildings, and kids throwing corn kernels at cars from ditches contributed to an image of 
the town as something of the past, not a modern town in modern America. Quotes from 
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city officials throughout the article further fed into this characterization. When the article 
noted the town had 40 overdose deaths in one year, the county coroner said, “Forty 
overdoses? This, in a little sleepy county?” (para. 18). Similarly, the article described an 
official’s shock that his small town could be affected by the epidemic.  
The county’s health commissioner, Tim Angel, says he sees multiple generations 
of addicts now. He’ll ask a young patient who has come in for treatment, “How 
did you get involved in this?” and the answer will be, “My mother shot me up for 
my birthday when I was 14.” Angel shakes his head. “In quaint rural America” 
(para. 32-33).  
 
Such quotes contributed to the image of the towns and Appalachia as a small, charming 
area, separate from the rest of the modern world. Several other articles employed similar 
tactics. A New York Times article on a farming family in Ohio began:   
A life of farming taught Roger Winemiller plenty about harsh twists of fate: 
hailstorms and drought, ragweed infestations and jittery crop prices. He hadn’t 
bargained on heroin. Then, in March 2016, Mr. Winemiller’s daughter, Heather 
Himes, 31, died of an opioid overdose at the family farmhouse, inside a first-floor 
bathroom overlooking fields of corn and soybeans … Overdoses are churning 
through agricultural pockets of America like a plow through soil, tearing at rural 
communities and posing a new threat to the generational ties of families like the 
Winemillers (Healy, 2017a, para. 1-4).  
 
The article returned to descriptions of the Winemiller’s farm later, saying:  
The Winemillers live on the eastern edge of Clermont County, about an hour east 
of Cincinnati, where a suburban quilt of bedroom towns, office parks and small 
industry thins into woods and farmland, mostly for corn and soybeans. Apple 
orchards and pumpkin farms — now closed for the season — are tucked among 
clusters of small churches, small businesses and even smaller ranch-style brick 
houses. Every so often, the roads wind past the gates of a big new mansion or 
high-end subdivision being built in the woods… Every morning, the city-bound 
lands of skinny country roads are packed with people heading to work (para. 12-
13).  
 
Much like the Washington Post article, this piece highlighted the rural, small-town, 
seemingly old-time aspects of the community. It emphasized the fields of corn and 
soybeans, the nostalgic apple orchards and pumpkin farms, the small churches and ranch-
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style brick houses, and skinny, winding country roads. As with the Washington Post 
article, such literary, bucolic descriptions of the small-town, old-time community 
contributed to the othering of the community and Appalachian region as a whole. 
Similarly, another New York Times article on the lack of treatment in Utah read: 
As she drives to work each morning, past horse ranches and nodding oil pumps, 
Marsha World stops to give her son, Kolton, a pale yellow pill to keep him off 
heroin for another day. There are few options for drug treatment in the high desert 
of central Utah, a remote expanse of struggling coal mines, white-steepled 
Mormon towns and some of the country’s highest opiate death rates… The sun 
was just skimming over the sagebrush hills when Ms. World climbed out of her 
car and palmed that day’s naltrexone pill (Healy, 2017b, para 1-4).  
 
Again, this article emphasized the town’s scenery – its horse ranches, white-steepled 
Mormon towns, and sagebrush hills faintly lit with sunshine – and its old-time images 
such as nodding oil pumps and remote coal mines. Through an emphasis on the small, 
rural, quaint aspects of Appalachia, these articles demonstrated that these characteristics 
were noteworthy for their difference from much of the rest of the world – or at least the 
rest of the world in New York and Washington, D.C. As a result, in elite articles that 
specifically focused on the Appalachian region, the area and its people were portrayed as 
different, keeping in line with past stereotypes of the region as otherworldly.  
It is important to note, though, that few elite articles did specifically focus on the 
Appalachian region. Many elite articles only mentioned the Appalachian region or one of 
its states briefly in identifying where a source was from or general regions affected by the 
opioid epidemic. Even the exemplar-episodic articles that took a deep dive into the region 
focused on towns in Ohio, Virginia, or other states with rural areas affected by the 
epidemic; none were in West Virginia, Kentucky, or Tennessee – the three states strongly 
hit by the opioid epidemic and its subsequence increase in viral infections. Overall, then, 
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elite coverage of Appalachia and specifically of the states of analysis was limited, and 
any in-depth coverage tended to portray the region as separate from the rest of the world.  
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Chapter Five: Discussion 
 
 
 
This study aimed to examine how coverage of the opioid epidemic in Appalachia 
and poverty’s role in it compared based on a newspaper’s geographic location. Where a 
newspaper is located affects who can work for it, oftentimes preventing people of lower 
socioeconomic classes from being involved (Dennis, 2013a, 2013b; Friedman-Rodovsky, 
2017). By applying the ideas of geographic and class bias, this research sought examine 
whether and how an outlet’s location affects its coverage of a class-related issue. A 
textual analysis comparing local and elite newspaper coverage of the epidemic in 
Appalachia was conducted to determine the differences in how responsibility for the 
epidemic was framed, as well as how Appalachians themselves were portrayed. This 
section will summarize the major findings and discuss their implications for theory, the 
journalism field, and future research.  
Summary of Major Findings 
 Past literature on poverty and Appalachia showed a general tendency for media to 
exclude or negatively frame both poverty and the Appalachian region, as well as an 
overall tendency to cover political and social issues episodically (Carey, 2014; Heider & 
Fuse, 2004; Iyengar 1987). The results of this study were in line with previous findings 
regarding poverty and Appalachian coverage, but they differed from past findings on 
framing.  
 The first research question examined how local newspapers framed the opioid 
epidemic’s causes, solutions, and consequences. Generally, findings revealed a tendency 
toward external, event-based coverage. Articles were published as events occurred, and 
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they gave the most space and discussion to external factors. There was, of course, 
variation in these findings. As solutions, systemic factors were more common and 
slightly more discussed. As consequences, internal factors were abundant. Moreover, 
factors were often framed thematically, and some, such as systemic ones, were nearly 
always thematic. However, external factors’ more frequent inclusion and specific, in-
depth discussion combined with the overall tendency to report on events resulted in local 
coverage that was externally-focused and event-based.   
 The second research question examined how elite outlets framed the opioid 
epidemic in terms of its causes, solutions, and consequences. As with local coverage, 
elite coverage was generally external, but it offered more thematic and exemplar-episodic 
framing than was found in local coverage. As with local coverage, there was variation in 
these findings. Systemic factors received in-depth and somewhat frequent discussion as 
causes. Internal factors were dominant as consequences and discussed somewhat 
frequently as causes, solutions, and consequences in exemplar-episodic articles. Overall, 
though, external coverage remained the most common and most well-discussed in each 
role, and framing of both articles and specific factors was either thematic or exemplar-
episodic – often thematic for external factors and exemplar-episodic for systemic and 
internal ones. As a result, elite coverage was externally focused but framed both 
thematically and exemplar-episodically.  
The final research question analyzed framing of Appalachians and found an elite 
tendency to portray Appalachia and its people as otherworldly. Such stereotyping 
occurred in exemplar-episodic articles that sought to capture what addiction looked like 
in Appalachia. However, in capturing the “essence” of Appalachia, these articles 
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emphasized the region’s small-town, quaint, old-fashioned aspects, causing it to be seen 
as different from the rest of the world. Such framing followed past trends of framing 
Appalachia and its people as different from the rest of the country (Blee & Billings, 1999; 
Giardina, 1999; Harney, 1873; McNeil, 1995; Semple, 1901). However, these findings of 
stereotypical Appalachian coverage do not mean that the region was frequently covered. 
Many elite articles that included the necessary keywords were not actually focused on the 
Appalachian region. Rather, these keywords were included when noting a politician’s 
home or describing where an event occurred. Moreover, even the articles that did focus 
on the Appalachian region focused on states such as Ohio or Virginia rather than the 
three most-affected states of Kentucky, Tennessee, and West Virginia. Overall, then, 
coverage of the Appalachian region was lacking and, when present, episodically framed 
the region and its people as different from others, which is in line with past research. 
 Taken as a whole, this research presents two main findings: 1) A media-wide 
tendency to exclude the systemic and, in this case, class-based roots of an issue and 2) An 
elite media tendency to cover social issues in the Appalachian region episodically and 
stereotypically. The first main finding that systemic, class-based factors are second to 
external ones in all journalism is in line with past research on class coverage in media. 
The lack of poverty or other class-related coverage among all outlets in this study, 
regardless of geographic locations, suggests there is an industry-wide class bias 
perpetuated by the structure of the journalism field. In other words, the bias is 
systemically rooted in the field, from expensive journalism degrees to unpaid or low-paid 
work to the concentration of jobs in expensive, inaccessible cities. The second main 
finding that elite media covers social issues in the Appalachian region episodically and 
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stereotypically suggests that elite outlets exhibit a geographic bias. Although elite outlets 
were more likely to produce contextualized, thematic coverage of the opioid epidemic, 
elite articles on the epidemic in Appalachia specifically were always exemplar-episodic, 
and they often portrayed the region as otherworldly. Therefore, while elite outlets provide 
thorough, contextual coverage of a social issue in general, their coverage becomes narrow 
and negative when focused on the Appalachian region’s handling of that issue. Therefore, 
elite outlets do exhibit a geographic bias in covering social issues in Appalachia, and that 
bias affects their framing of issues as well as their portrayals of Appalachians. Both 
findings are in line with past research, but they do present a few surprises. 
Given the premise of this study, that geographic location affects who can be a part 
of media and what topics media covers, the finding that local outlets omit poverty and 
other class-related systemic coverage about as often as do elite outlets is somewhat 
surprising given the fact that journalists in the states are acutely aware of the many social 
and, specifically, class-related problems in the area. However, local outlets’ focus on 
current events provides a possible explanation for this omission. Because local journalists 
are so focused on covering the day-to-day happenings of the opioid epidemic, and 
because day-to-day happenings often relate to external factors – someone who did or said 
something – there may be little opportunity to take “deep dives” into the region and the 
specific problems occurring there. Additionally, the finding that most elite stories that 
covered the epidemic in Appalachia did not focus on the three states most strongly 
impacted by the epidemic during the analysis period was surprising. The many economic 
and time constraints of journalism could have favored producing stories on communities 
in Ohio or Virginia. Perhaps journalists had leads in these areas that enabled them to 
 80 
report the kind of first-person, in-depth stories they sought to produce. However, such 
decisions did result in elite outlets overlooking important Appalachians states and 
communities. 
Theoretical Implications 
 This study aimed to contribute to three main areas of research, as identified in 
past literature: media coverage of poverty, media coverage of Appalachia, and framing of 
social issues. By applying these concepts to an event heavily centered on class and the 
Appalachian region and comparing coverage between elite and local papers, this research 
ultimately sought to fill gaps in research on class and geographic bias.   
 Existing literature on poverty reveals that topics related to class in general and 
poverty in particular are often omitted from media coverage or portrayed negatively. This 
study confirmed these media tendencies, particularly the exclusion of lower classes. 
Systemic factors, many of which were related to class, were significantly lacking in 
frequency of inclusion and depth of discussion compared to other factors. Poverty in 
particular was incredibly rare, often only being mentioned to describe people or regions. 
Although there was some variation among outlets, the general theme was that class-
related systemic factors were omitted and poorly covered. Such exclusion of poverty and 
other class factors suggests that an outlet’s location does not affect its coverage of class 
and that, rather, all media has a class bias. This bias is perpetuated by the many class 
barriers to entering the field, which begins with an expensive college education that often 
requires access to resources such as transportation, technology and “free time” for 
reporting. Those who are able to enter the field then face additional barriers such as 
underpaid work and high costs of living in the expensive cities jobs are often located in. 
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These barriers prevent people of lower classes from entering the journalism field, 
effectively eliminating their voices and therefore representation of their class from media.  
 Similar to trends in poverty coverage, existing literature on media coverage of 
Appalachia showed a tendency to omit coverage of the region and, when covered, to 
portray the region and its people negatively – often as different from the rest of the 
country. Again, the results of this study were in line with past literature. Over a one-year 
period, two of the world’s most popular elite outlets published only 39 articles on the 
opioid epidemic that included the words “Appalachia,” “West Virginia,” “Kentucky,” or 
“Tennessee.” Many of those were not focused on the region; rather, they briefly 
mentioned one of the keywords without discussing the prevalence of the epidemic in the 
region or state. Even among articles that took an in-depth look at the epidemic in rural 
areas, the focus was on states such as Ohio or Virginia rather than the three states that had 
faced high rates of overdose deaths and increased vulnerability for HIV or hepatitis C 
outbreaks. Moreover, in these deep-dive articles, elite outlets often emphasized 
remoteness of Appalachian communities. This resulted in framing of the region and its 
people as different, strange, and “in, but not of, America” (McNeil, 1995, p. 45). In some 
cases, this stereotype applied to rural people in general, rather than solely Appalachians. 
Regardless, these findings suggest that elite outlets have a geographic bias that results in 
limited, poor coverage of the Appalachian region.  
 Existing literature on the final area of research, framing, says media tend to frame 
political and social issues episodically, with episodic as Iyengar (1987) defined it most 
closely resembling this study’s definition of exemplar-episodic framing. On this point, 
this study’s findings were mixed. There was much episodic framing among all outlets, 
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regardless of location, but only elite outlets produced any notable amount of exemplar-
episodic coverage. Moreover, elite outlets often produced thematic coverage, and local 
outlets tended to frame specific factors thematically. This suggests that newspaper 
coverage of social or political issues in general is more thematic than previous research 
would suggest, but elite outlets produce the most typically episodic coverage.  
 Overall, then, this research both extends existing knowledge of how media frame 
poverty and Appalachia and addresses gaps in research on geographic and class bias. 
However, it also presents opportunities for future research and scholars to build upon. 
First, the research shows that poverty was lacking in opioid coverage. However, when 
included, there were initial findings of differences between how elite and local papers 
discussed poverty. Elite outlets, for instance, seemed to include poverty when discussing 
other systemic factors while local outlets mentioned it in various types of stories. 
Moreover, elite outlets seemed more likely describe poverty in ways that avoided directly 
saying “poverty” or poor,” such as by describing people as “indigent” or “of limited 
means.” Therefore, additional research specifically examining the contexts and word 
choices surrounding poverty could improve understandings of class and geographic bias. 
That being said, framing is as much about what is included as what is not. This research 
revealed a lack of poverty coverage and systemic factors as a whole. Analyzing in-depth 
when poverty or discussion of other systemic factors was excluded and the contexts 
surrounding those omissions could similarly be telling of a paper’s geographic or class 
bias. Research questions focused more specifically on analyzing poverty and systemic 
factors – or the lack thereof – could further extend this study’s contributions to 
understandings of geographic and class bias.  
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Practical Implications 
 In addition to this study’s contribution to theory and research, the findings have 
implications for the practice of journalism, too. For all outlets, the emphasis on external 
factors and lack of systemic ones shows a general journalistic tendency to omit 
discussion of the underlying, root issues of a problem, which can impact how the public 
and policy makers respond to that issue. Focusing on drug companies’ actions and 
responses to those actions, for instance, could leave the public or policy makers with the 
impression that the solution to the opioid epidemic is simply improving regulation of 
drug companies. However, this does not address the underlying demand for opioids or the 
factors that contributed to Appalachia becoming the center of the epidemic. Journalists 
should take care to include systemic factors in coverage of social issues and discuss those 
factors’ roles in the issue. Rather than briefly noting that the epidemic has especially 
impacted people of low education and income levels, journalists should explain how low 
education and income contribute to the epidemic.  
For local outlets in particular, this research shows the tendency to cover events 
rather than issues. This is likely the result of economic and time constraints in local 
journalism. An overall lack of resources, whether in terms of time, money, or staff, 
requires journalists to prioritize what can be covered and how in-depth that coverage can 
be, which – in this case and likely many others – leads to event coverage being 
predominant. For local journalists then, this research shows the importance of at least 
including a few paragraphs of contextual information in event coverage to give readers a 
broader sense of the external and systemic roots of an issue. For the public, this shows the 
importance of supporting local journalism. 
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This study also has several implications for elite outlets, primarily regarding their 
proclivity to cover Appalachia’s opioid epidemic exemplar-episodically. First, such 
coverage of Appalachia resulted in episodic coverage of systemic issues. Factors such as 
insurance, income, access to treatment, and more were covered most thoroughly in these 
elite, exemplar-episodic articles. However, as Iyengar (1990) found, this type of coverage 
leaves audiences with the impression that individuals are to blame for their situations, 
resulting in less attribution of responsibility to external or systemic forces. Therefore, 
only including and describing systemic factors in exemplar-episodic articles could cause 
them to be seen as an individual’s responsibility rather than that of society. Additionally, 
the episodic inclusion of these factors could result in them being viewed as isolated issues 
in a community rather than nationwide problems. Elite outlets, then, should consider the 
impacts exemplar-episodic coverage has on the public’s perceptions of social problems 
and strive to avoid describing issues as applying to only one person or community. 
Additionally, exemplar-episodic coverage of the Appalachian region resulted in 
portrayals of the region and its people as different from the rest of the world. Elite outlets, 
then, should be careful of how they portray the Appalachian region. Emphasizing a 
region for its differences, as media has done of Appalachia for many years, can cause that 
region and its people to be seen as outsiders, which can have numerous potential impacts 
on how the public views that region. Increasing geographic diversity among elite outlets 
by hiring people of various backgrounds, particularly those with knowledge of and 
experience in Appalachia, is an important step in improving coverage.   
Although many sampled articles were lacking, several did successfully address 
systemic roots while providing thematic coverage. The Washington Post’s article on the 
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potential repeal of the ACA, for instance, explained exactly why taking treatment 
services from low-income people is harmful rather than simply saying those with low 
incomes are most vulnerable. Similarly, the New York Times’ article on newborns at rural 
hospitals did a fair job of explaining why rural infants and their mothers suffer 
disproportionately from the opioid epidemic and how much of it is rooted in lack of 
resources for rural hospitals. Both take a thematic view of the issue and describe the 
significance of poverty in the epidemic (although both publications failed to write about 
such factors thematically in an article not directly focused on them.) Several local articles 
— such as the Charleston Gazette’s article on Senator Bernie Sanders’ visit to West 
Virginia, the Knoxville News Sentinel’s many article on pill mills and the Charleston 
Gazette’s many articles on drug distributors — came close to discussing systemic factors 
despite the article’s focus, but many either failed to fully address a systemic factor’s 
significance or reported the article episodically. However, such articles provide a good 
starting point for improving coverage of the opioid epidemic.  
Finally, this study has implications for the journalism industry as a whole. The 
finding that all outlets, regardless of location, exhibited a class bias suggests that the field 
itself is inaccessible to people of lower classes. Various aspects of the industry – the 
college degree often required to get internships, the low-paid or unpaid internships 
required to get a job, the need for a car to successfully report, and much more – likely 
limit who can enter the field and, as a result, who they cover and how they cover it. 
Therefore, everyone involved in the industry – employers, universities, and others – 
should seek to recognize the class barriers to journalism and seek to break them down. 
Employers should offer fair compensation for internships and jobs and be open to job 
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applicants of diverse backgrounds, even if that background did not include a top-tier 
university. Universities with journalism schools should offer more resources for students 
of lower socioeconomic statuses, whether it be financial aid, transportation services, or 
more, to increase class diversity in journalism. Making the industry itself more accessible 
is important in increasing diversity and improving media coverage of class.  
Overall, then, this research has several implications both for individual journalists 
and for the industry itself. For individual journalists, this study shows the need for:   
• Discussing the systemic factors of any issue, no matter the focus of an article 
• Covering issues, not events or people, by considering trends and including 
contextual information in all articles  
• Understanding the implications of exemplar-episodic coverage, particularly of 
Appalachia, and working to diversify that coverage and avoid further 
stereotypes 
Additionally, for the industry as a whole, this study shows the need for:  
• Improving accessibility at journalism schools by increasing resources such as 
scholarships, transportation and more 
• Increasing diversity via hiring practices by seeking journalists of various 
class, geographic and educational backgrounds 
• Improving compensation for working journalists  
• Diversifying where outlets are headquartered geographically 
Limitations and Directions for Future Research 
Although this study addressed the influence of geographic location on media 
framing of poverty and Appalachia, it did have limitations. First, the comparison of elite 
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and local outlets solely on the basis of geographic location is incomplete. Elite outlets 
often have more resources than do local ones, and local outlets play a different role in 
their communities than do elite ones. Differences in framing, then, cannot be attributed 
solely to geographic location. Additionally, the research design was broad, with a general 
focus on framing of the opioid epidemic. Although this design allowed for a wide 
understanding of how elite and local media framed the epidemic it did not allow for a 
deeper understanding of how poverty and other class-related factors themselves were 
framed and discussed and how these more nuanced differences demonstrated a potential 
class or geographic bias. Keyword selection further limited this study’s findings, as it is 
that some articles, particularly those from elite outlets, did not refer to the Appalachian 
region outright in their reporting on the opioid epidemic and instead discussed the much 
vaguer idea of rural, poor areas. Including such keywords would have resulted in too 
many articles for a single researcher to sort through, but not including them likely 
impacted this study’s findings. Finally, the time frame limited the sample’s accuracy. The 
time frame’s end point of one year after the CDC study on viral infection vulnerability 
came out excluded long-form stories on the study and the main states affected – West 
Virginia, Kentucky, and Tennessee – from the analysis. This potentially contributed to an 
unequal distribution of articles among papers. The Ashland Daily Independent, for 
instance, only had five articles, and the New York Times only had 9. A longer or different 
time frame could have potentially resulted in more articles in each paper. 
Future research could fill these gaps and build on this study’s findings. First, the 
study could be altered to examine outlets across the country to get a larger picture of 
geographic bias that accounts for differences in elite and local papers. Second, the 
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research focus and questions could be narrowed to specifically examine when and how 
systemic factors and poverty specifically are included or omitted in coverage and how 
this varies by paper. Finally, widening the time frame to two years would increase the 
sample to include in-depth stories on states most strongly affected by the epidemic and 
potentially improve the distribution of articles in each paper. Additionally, seeing as Ohio 
and Virginia accounted for much elite Appalachian coverage, including these states in the 
keywords and paper selection could further improve research findings.  
This study also reveals many opportunities for future studies. First, the results 
showed a widespread emphasis on external factors compared to systemic ones. Future 
research would study other social issues to examine whether external factors always 
receive a larger quantity and quality of coverage compared to systemic ones. 
Additionally, the results revealed a large variation in how specific factors, particularly 
external ones, were discussed. Large, powerful players such as drug companies or 
government groups, for instance, were often held more strongly accountable and framed 
more thematically than were “everyday” people such as drug dealers or individual 
medical providers. Examining the level of accountability attributed to different external 
players in social issues could be an interesting study of media framing of responsibility. 
Second, the study showed that both elite and local outlets often failed to cover poverty in 
the epidemic. However, it could be interesting to compare poverty coverage among these 
outlets in general rather than in the context of the opioid epidemic. Studying discussion 
of poverty in a different context or geographic region could reveal whether class is 
always excluded in discourse or whether it is excluded solely for Appalachian-based 
discourse. Additionally, analyzing how often and in what circumstances elite and local 
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outlets cover poverty and, when done, how it is framed and portrayed, would build upon 
these initial findings of geographic and class bias and provide a greater understanding of 
how elite and local outlets differ. Moreover, the research revealed great variety in 
framing, with factors often being covered thematically but articles themselves receiving a 
mix of thematic and episodic framing. Although Iyengar’s (1990) study found episodic 
frames to result in more attributions of personal responsibility, replicating that study to fit 
these results could provide more accurate understandings of the implications of framing 
of the opioid epidemic. Examining, for instance, whether the framing of specific factors 
influences audience’s attributions despite an article’s overall framing would improve the 
validity of this research’s conclusions and implications for theory and the journalism 
industry. Finally, a follow-up study could be conducted to examine how national politics 
influence discourse on the opioid epidemic. The Trump administration has called the 
epidemic a national emergency and said ending the epidemic is a priority. Studying 
opioid coverage more recently given the epidemic’s new national focus could reveal 
interesting findings about the role of politics in media coverage.   
Conclusion 
With growing conversations of diversity in journalism and the increasing political 
polarization of the United States, discussion of journalism’s “media bubble” – or its 
geographic concentration in expensive, liberal cities and resulting geographic and class 
bias – have become progressively prevalent. Journalists and scholars have argued that 
where a publication is located affects who can work for it and the topics covered 
(Ehrenreich, 2015; Friedman-Rudovsky, 2017; Shafer & Doherty, 2017). Indeed, 
extensive research on both poverty (Heider & Fuse, 2004; Iyengar 1987) and the 
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Appalachian region (Carey, 2014) shows the topics are infrequently reported on and, 
when covered, framed negatively and episodically. As Shafer & Doherty (2017) argued 
in their discussion of the media bubble’s role in the 2016 election, “[Elite] reporters, an 
admirable lot, can parachute into Appalachia or the rural Midwest on a monthly basis and 
still not shake their provincial sensibilities: Reporters tote their bubbles with them” (para. 
20). The suggestion that an outlet’s location can influence its coverage of certain topics 
and regions is significant given Iyengar’s (1990) finding that how a topic is covered 
affects how the public understands and attributes responsibility for it.   
The opioid epidemic, which has disproportionately affected the historically poor 
Appalachian region, presented an opportunity to study the ideas of geographic and class 
bias. Many class-related factors are at the root of the epidemic, such as poverty, 
unemployment, lack of access to treatment, lack of insurance, and more (Spiller et al., 
2009). If publications do not thematically present these issues and their importance in the 
epidemic, solutions to the epidemic could be ineffective, Appalachians could be 
negatively framed, and responsibility could be placed on drug users rather than larger 
systemic or external forces. The results of this study suggested an industry-wide class 
bias regarding coverage of class-related factors and a geographic bias in elite coverage of 
Appalachia. Discussions of class were rare and lacking in discussion or detail, regardless 
of an outlet’s geographic location. However, elite coverage of the Appalachian region 
itself was lacking, both in quantity and quality, with the region being portrayed as 
different from the rest of the world. Therefore, this study suggests that elite media do 
have a geographic bias that affects whether and how they cover certain regions.  
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These results emphasize the need for class and geographic diversity in journalism 
as a whole and particularly in elite outlets. Although journalism is a much more diverse 
field now that it was when it began, there is still need for more work.  People in poverty 
make up 12.7 percent of the population (U.S. Census Bureau, 2017). Nearly 60 percent of 
the population lives in areas other than the coasts (U.S. Census Bureau, n.d.). If 
journalism fails to cover these people or these regions, large portions of the United States 
are omitted from coverage. Journalism cannot successfully do its democratic duty unless 
it represents of all people – regardless of their class status or geographic location. This 
research, and the vast amount or research before it, has shown the need for improved 
coverage. Making the field more accessible and allowing people with varied lived 
experiences to add their voices to media is an important step in improving class coverage.  
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